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JOURNAL OF RESPONSE TO WRITING

Editor’s Introduction

Dana R. Ferris
University of California, Davis

T

his issue completes the second volume year of JRW. It is hard to
believe how quickly the two years have gone by, and we are gratified
with the excellent work that authors have shared with us and with
the positive response from readers.
This issue has five papers—two research articles, two teaching articles,
and a book review—which notably discuss response topics from a broad
range of pedagogical contexts. With the publication of Magda Tigchelaar’s
article, “The Impact of Peer Review on Writing Development in French as
a Foreign Language,” we are happy to extend our discussions of response
to writing to the teaching of languages other than English. Comparing the
effects of peer review and self-review over a semester, Tigchelaar found
that student writers were more likely to attend to/apply suggestions from
their own self-reviews than they were to incorporate suggestions from
their peers. She also found that peers were more likely to emphasize global
concerns such as organization, and self-reviewers were more interested in
fine-tuning at the sentence level and across sentences (cohesion). In particular, the study argues for a meaningful and increased role for guided
self-feedback in writing instruction: “Learning how to review one’s own
texts may require more time and training, but this initial investment may
Ferris, Dana R. (2015). “Editor Introduction.” Journal of Response to Writing, 2(2): 1–5.
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plant the seeds for more effective development of autonomous writers.”
The second piece, “EFL College Students’ Attitudes and Experiences
Toward Teacher-student Writing Conferences,” by Chun-Chun Yeh, explores a teaching technique popular in composition instruction in the
U.S. as it is applied in a different context, college-level English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) classes in Taiwan. Yeh notes that writing conferences are
popular with teachers because they provide a more immediate and satisfying interaction with students around their writing than one-way written
commentary affords. However, concerns have been raised as to whether
L2 students, with their differing linguistic and cultural backgrounds, will
respond positively to these one-to-one interactions. In particular, L2 writing researchers have problematized the common advice given in the U.S.focused writing center and conferencing literature for teachers or tutors to
be non-directive and allow students to set the agenda for the interaction.
Yeh studied 34 college-level EFL students in two English classes in
Taiwan and their teachers, who conducted between 4-6 individual conferences with each student over the course of a semester. Conferences were
held in instructors’ offices and conducted in the students’ first language,
Mandarin Chinese. Students’ attitudes and reactions to the conferences
with their teachers were assessed via questionnaires and retrospective interviews. Interestingly, some first-year students were initially confused
about the purpose of the conferences, erroneously assuming that it was
some sort of oral test they had to pass. This suggests that it is important
for instructors not to assume that their students will automatically understand the purpose of one-to-one writing conferences, especially if such interactions have not been part of their educational experiences. Students
generally preferred that their instructors set the agenda, and those whose
teacher was the less directive of the two expressed lower degrees of satisfaction with the conferences. In all, this study shows the range of experiences
students may have with in-person writing conferences with their teachers,
and these encounters may vary according to both the students’ personalities and expectations and the instructors’ conferencing styles. Do students
enjoy and benefit from one-to-one discussions with their teachers about
their writing? The answer seems to be “It depends.”
In our third article, Katherine Daily O’Meara writes about “Providing
Ferris, Dana R. (2016). “Editor Introduction.” Journal of Response to Writing, 2(2): 1–5.
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Sustained Support for Teachers and Students in the L2 Writing Classroom
Using Writing Fellow Tutors.” In this paper, she describes a for-credit internship program in which students are trained to provide support, particularly in the area of one-to-one feedback, to L2 writers taking university
composition classes. The writing fellows, who included both master’s-level
and advanced undergraduate students, were trained by the author, attended the composition class to which they were assigned regularly, and met
individually several times with students in the class to provide them with
feedback on their writing.
O’Meara explains the details of the program and presents pilot study
data from its implementation. She examined student grades, writing fellow
reactions, classroom teacher comments, and L1 student writers’ attitudes
about the writing fellows program. It was difficult to ascertain whether the
writing fellows program actually helped the L2 student writers to perform
better in their composition classes—there were many other intervening
variables, such as the instructors’ different teaching approaches—but it
was clear that the program benefited the tutors a great deal. The composition teachers generally responded well, with some even noting that having
classroom tutors who had been trained by an L2 writing specialist (the
author) helped fill in some of the gaps of their own professional preparation. Students also felt positively about the experience of working with the
writing fellows, though busy schedules (of both the writing students and
the tutors) seemed to be a constraint on how well the program could work.
As numbers of L2 students in composition classes increase over a wide
range of contexts, it has become important to identify, implement, and
evaluate various support models that can complement what the classroom
teacher can do and help the student writers get the types of targeted individual assistance that can help them be successful. The model and pilot
data presented here by O’Meara not only provide useful details about this
support option but also concrete suggestions about how to make it function optimally.
Our final paper, “Compassionate Writing Response: Using Dialogic
Feedback to Encourage Student Voice in the First-Year Composition
Classroom,” is a teaching article by Tialitha Macklin. In this paper, the
author presents a supportive framework for teacher feedback, with the aim
Ferris, Dana R. (2016). “Editor Introduction.” Journal of Response to Writing, 2(2): 1–5.
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“to undo students’ isolation from the writing process.” Macklin notes that
many students, for a variety of reasons, arrive in the college composition
course very estranged from writing and with negative and/or fearful reactions to the process of writing. Unsupportive teacher response practices
can cause or add to this estrangement, but compassionate response can
begin to heal it.
Built upon Marshall Rosenberg’s work on “nonviolent communication” (2003), Compassionate Writing Response (CWR) has four components: observation, feeling, need, and request. Macklin carefully explains
and illustrates each component of the framework and reflects on how its
application has shaped her own teaching: “The dialogic nature of this pedagogy encourages me to think of students as human beings rather than as
writing artifacts that demand response.” This thoughtful and accessible
paper should not only be helpful for current teachers to reflect upon their
practices but could also be formative for teachers in training as they think
about the nature of response and their own approach or stance towards a
task that many writing teachers find burdensome and frustrating.
The issue closes with a book review by Noel Bruening, who examines
the second edition of the influential edited collection by Bruce and Rafoth,
ESL Writers: A Guide for Writing Center Tutors (2009). Taken together,
the pieces in this issue emphasize the individual, often delicate relationships between responders and writers. We hope that you enjoy it.
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The Impact of Peer Review on Writing
Development in French as a Foreign
Language
Magda Tigchelaar
Michigan State University

The present study investigates learners’ participation in the activities of providing self and peer review in the context of a foreign language classroom
to determine which feedback type contributes to greater gains in writing
development. The study also investigates whether there are target areas of
improvement that are more accessible to self-assessment compared with aspects that are better identified from an outsider’s perspective. Three intact
classes of intermediate-level French learners (n = 44) were assigned to one
of three conditions: peer review, self-review, and a no-review comparison
group. Each group produced four texts over the course of the semester in the
following ways: the peer review and self-review groups wrote drafts, provided reviews, and revised their drafts, while the comparison group completed
each assignment in one draft. The texts were coded and scored by two raters
to determine whether any groups improved significantly over the course of
the semester, whether the revisions showed improvements over the drafts,
what effect the feedback had on the final text, and which aspects the feedback
targeted. Results indicate that none of the groups improved their scores significantly over time, but both treatment groups provided feedback resulting
in improved scores. The peer group gave more feedback that was ignored or
not useful, while self-reviewers gave more comments that resulted in positive
changes. The peer group provided more organization-focused comments and
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compliments, while the self group focused more on structure and cohesion.
Results are discussed in terms of autonomy (Benson, 2001), perspectives on
writing development (Manchón, 2012), and foreign language writing instruction.
Keywords: peer review, self-review, foreign language writing, classroom research

Introduction
Research on response to student writing in second language (L2)
writing contexts has traditionally considered the effectiveness and
perceptions of instructor and peer feedback (Hyland & Hyland, 2006).
While some recent research has suggested that self-review may also be
a viable option for fostering writing development (Lundstrom & Baker,
2009; Wakabayashi, 2013), this area has not received nearly as much
attention in literature on responding to L2 writing. The present study aims
to contribute to this gap in the literature by further investigating language
learners’ participation in the activities of providing self and peer review in
the context of a foreign language (FL) classroom. In particular, it seeks to
determine whether peer review or self-review contributes to greater gains
in writing development over the course of a semester and whether there
are target areas of improvement that students are able to identify on their
own compared with aspects that are better identified from an outsider’s
(i.e., peer reviewer’s) perspective.

Background
Peer Response
Peer response (a term that is used interchangeably with peer review
and peer feedback) has become a common practice in many L2 and FL
classrooms. This is in part due to the widespread influence of processoriented writing instruction (for a review, see Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014;
Polio & Williams, 2009), which encourages the production of multiple
drafts of writing with response and revision. In a review of the literature on
response to student writing, Ferris (2014) highlighted that experts in the

Tigchelaar, Magda. (2016). “The Impact of Peer Review on Writing Development in French as
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field of L2 writing agree that students should receive feedback on multiple
drafts of their writing before they submit their final production and that this
feedback ideally should come from a variety of sources to provide a variety
of readers’ perspectives, which lends support to the use of peer review in
the writing classroom. Another frequently cited pedagogical advantage of
using peer review is that reviewing others’ writing will allow student writers
to develop a more critical eye toward their own writing, enabling them to
become more autonomous (Hansen & Liu, 2005; Hyland & Hyland 2006;
Liu & Hansen, 2002; Lundstrom & Baker, 2009). Autonomy is defined as
“the capacity to take control over one’s own learning” (Holec, 1981, as cited
in Benson, 2001, p. 47). Benson (2001) goes on to describe that learners
can exercise three different levels of control in developing autonomy:
control over behaviors such as organization and evaluation of language
learning, control over cognitive processes such as language production and
comprehension, and control over the content to be learned. When these
definitions and descriptions are applied to L2 writing, autonomy can be
considered as the capacity to take control over one’s writing. In order to
become autonomous writers, learners can exercise control over cognitive
processes (e.g., using appropriate word order), behaviors (e.g., consulting
a dictionary, writing multiple drafts), and understanding the content their
texts address.
Depending on one’s views of text, taking control over one’s writing
can take on two different faces. In the view that considers texts as
autonomous objects removed from a context (Hyland, 2002), this might
mean mastering grammatical accuracy and textual structures. Although
these abilities do have an important place in L2 writing (notably in the
context of assessment), Porter (1986) points out that the lone writer and
the autonomous text are idealistic concepts and that a more realistic view
should consider all writers and texts as situated in discourse communities.
The second perspective involves viewing texts as discourse, where language
is used to communicate or achieve specific purposes (Hyland, 2013). In this
view, becoming an autonomous writer is more closely related to mastering
discursive or global textual aspects (e.g., organization, development, and
cohesion) that communicate meaning and tie the text to a specific context
or community.

Tigchelaar, Magda. (2016). “The Impact of Peer Review on Writing Development in French as
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In addition to a generally positive attitude toward peer review from
experts in writing instruction, peer feedback has been grounded in a number
of language acquisition and composition theoretical frameworks. From
an interactionist perspective (as proposed by Long, 1996), peer response
can be viewed as an opportunity for students to negotiate meaning when
they encounter aspects in their texts that are not clear to their reviewers.
Research in peer response has also come from the sociocultural tradition
(e.g., Villamil & de Guerrero, 1996; Wigglesworth & Storch, 2012; Zhu
& Mitchell, 2012), as this activity provides opportunities for learners to
interact socially, which may allow them to accomplish what they would not
be able to on their own (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Swain, Brooks, & TocalliBeller, 2002). In addition to interactionist and sociocultural theories,
further support for written feedback, and specifically peer feedback, comes
from L1 composition theory (Hyland & Hyland, 2006): both processoriented instruction and collaborative learning theories (Bruffee, 1984)
emphasize the importance of learner collaboration and response to peers’
writing for written production and development.
Despite the many benefits of peer review suggested by second language
learning theory and writing instructors, empirical studies investigating
peer review have not clearly demonstrated that this activity is beneficial
in and of itself. Early studies on the utilization of peer feedback showed
that students were hesitant to incorporate the feedback they received
from their peers. For example, Mendonça and Johnson (1994) found
that students were selective in their use of peer feedback, choosing not to
incorporate certain suggestions. Both Connor and Asenavage (1994) and
Paulus (1999) assessed the use of peer and teacher feedback in English
as a Second Language (ESL) student writers’ revisions and found that
students incorporated far less peer feedback than teacher feedback. Studies
of students’ perceptions of peer feedback have also yielded unconvincing
results. Yoshida (2008) found that learners in an EFL context do not always
trust or understand feedback received from their peers.
The above-mentioned studies have been helpful in advancing the field
of L2 writing, as they have identified issues of perceptions and the use of peer
review, pointing research and practice in the direction of training student
writers to more effectively review each other’s texts. Both Berg (1999) and
Tigchelaar, Magda. (2016). “The Impact of Peer Review on Writing Development in French as
a Foreign Language.” Journal of Response to Writing, 2(2): 6–36.

10 • Magda Tigchelaar

McGroarty and Zhu (1997) found that students who received training
were able to provide a greater quantity of feedback than an untrained
control group. This finding was similar to Min (2005), who trained a
group of students in how to respond to their peers’ writing and found that
the students were able to provide more comments, and specifically more
relevant comments, on global aspects of writing. In comprehensive reviews
of peer response, several researchers suggest that in order to maximize the
potential of peer review in the language classroom, instructors should
provide training and guide the students’ review with the use of rubrics or
peer response sheets (Hansen & Liu, 2005; Liu & Hansen, 2002; Rollinson,
2005). Furthermore, Ferris (2014) recommends that students should be
held accountable for the reviews that they provide. One way to ensure
this is by way of grading the comments or review given by students. Polio
and Williams (2009) conclude that instruction in peer response can help
students improve their writing.
Although peer review feedback has become a commonplace activity
in most writing classrooms, important questions remain unanswered,
specifically regarding the role this type of feedback can play in developing
autonomous writers (Hyland & Hyland, 2006). One contribution to
answering this question was made by Lundstrom and Baker’s innovative
and important study (2009). This was the first study on peer review that
teased apart the two key aspects involved in the activity of peer review: the
act of reviewing peers’ texts and that of utilizing peer comments to make
revisions. They found that students trained in providing peer review saw
greater improvements in their own writing than those trained to receive
feedback to incorporate into subsequent revisions. Their results also
suggested that novice and intermediate writers were able to improve more
on global aspects such as organization, cohesion, and development than on
local aspects such as structure, vocabulary, and mechanics.
Self-Review
While not directly trying to investigate the potential for self-review,
several studies have found that in addition to peer and teacher feedback,
writers revise their texts based on self-review as well. Connor and Asenavage
(1994) traced the source of revisions made in students’ writing and found
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that across the groups they studied, 5% of the revisions were based on peer
review, 35% were based on teacher review, and 60% came from another
source, which they identified as self/other review. Thus, peer and teacher
feedback resulted in far fewer revisions than self/other review. Similarly,
Paulus (1999) traced more revisions (65.4%) generated from self/other
feedback than from peer revisions (32.3%) or teacher revisions (2.3 %)
from first draft to second draft of a writing assignment. For the final draft,
56.7% of revisions came from instructor feedback and 1% came from peer
feedback, while self/other feedback accounted for the remaining 42.3% of
the revisions. These studies both indicate that while peer and instructor
feedback can have an impact on student writing, the individual review
process also plays an important role. This was echoed by Ferris (2003),
who advocated that by simply rereading their texts, students may be able to
identify weaknesses and improve the quality of their writing. Instructional
approaches describing how to help L2 writers develop into independent
editors have also been documented (Ferris, 1995). What remains unclear,
however, is which aspects (e.g., local vs. global) writers are able to identify
in their own writing as needing improvement and which aspects they need
feedback from outside sources to improve.
Building on Lundstrom and Baker’s (2009) findings, Wakabayashi
(2013) further pursued the benefits of training students to review texts. She
compared two groups of students, one trained to review their own texts, the
other trained to review peers’ texts, and measured improvement in writing
by testing the quality of their writing before and after the intervention and
participation-in-review activity over the course of the semester. She found
that students who were trained to review their own texts had greater gains
in score on the ESL composition profile (based on content, organization,
vocabulary, language use, and mechanics; Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormouth,
Hartfiel, & Hughey, 1981) from the pretest to the posttest, suggesting that
self-review may in fact be more beneficial to writing development than peer
review and therefore ultimately more sustainable in the goal of developing
autonomous writers. While this finding is intriguing, one of the obvious
limitations of the study was that the self-review and peer review groups did
not have the same proficiency level, making it difficult to judge whether
the gains in score were due to the self-review process or whether their
Tigchelaar, Magda. (2016). “The Impact of Peer Review on Writing Development in French as
a Foreign Language.” Journal of Response to Writing, 2(2): 6–36.
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proficiency level played a significant role in the observed improvements.
Although Wakabayashi (2013) and Lundstrom and Baker (2009) were on
the right track by considering both types of review and improvement in
one’s own writing, one piece of the puzzle is still missing, namely whether
there are differences in the aspects that peer and self-reviewers are better
able to identify in their review of texts.
Motivation for the Study
The current study responds to calls from experts in the field of Second
Language Acquisition for more replication studies (Porte, 2012; Porte &
Richards, 2012) by partially replicating Wakabayashi’s (2013) design while
correcting for some of the design issues common to research on written
feedback (Guénette, 2007). It also extends the line of research on peer
review to languages other than English by examining a foreign-language
or L2 learning context where the reviewers all share the same L1. Further,
it aims to provide a more in-depth analysis of self-review, which is an
understudied practice in the L2 writing literature.
As peer review has become more common in L2 writing classrooms,
research in this area has shown that students can be trained to provide
effective feedback to their peers and that the act of providing feedback can
be beneficial to the reviewer’s own writing. However, perhaps the ultimate
goal of peer review is to develop autonomous writers, which may be more
directly achieved by instructing students how to review their own writing.
This classroom-based study, like Wakabayashi (2013), will investigate the
impact of self and peer review on the development of global writing aspects
over the course of one semester in a French as a foreign language (FFL)
class. The study is guided by the following research questions:
1. Do FFL students who participate in one type of review improve
the quality of their writing over the course of a semester (longterm change) more than those who participate in another review
type?
2. Do the revised texts that students produce as a result of peer
and self-review show improvement over their drafts (short-term
change)?
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3. On which aspects do reviewers provide feedback in peer and selfreview? How is the focus of their review similar or different?

Method
Participants
The participants in the study were students drawn from three intact
sections of an intermediate-level university French course that met for 4
hours per week at a large Midwestern university in the U.S. The focus of
the course was on the development of writing skills, in addition to aural
comprehension, speaking, and reading. The total number of students
enrolled in the three sections was 55, but students were only considered for
participation in the study if (a) their L1 was not French and (b) they had no
study abroad experience in a francophone setting. To ensure that the above
criteria were met, a questionnaire (see Appendix 1) addressing native
language and study abroad experience was included with the consent form.
The data from heritage speakers and students who had studied abroad were
excluded from the analysis.
Two sections of the course served as the treatment groups for the
present study: students in section 1 (n = 17) participated in peer review
and students in section 2 (n = 13) did self-review. Both treatment sections
were taught by the same instructor to control for differences in instruction.
Section 3 (n = 14) served as the no-review comparison group. The students
in both treatment groups participated in feedback training provided by
their instructor, in addition to in-class drafting and review sessions. The
training for both groups was given at the beginning of the semester and
addressed how to assess a written text using a rubric and how to provide
appropriate comments.
Due to pedagogical practicalities, the groups were not randomly
assigned and therefore the design of the study was quasi-experimental.
The participants were all in their fourth semester of study, and no
independent proficiency test was administered. However, the instructor
of the course rated the students’ writing proficiency in all three groups as
intermediate-mid (according to the American Council on the Teaching of
Foreign Languages Proficiency Guidelines; ACTFL, 2012). In addition, a
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Kruskal-Wallis test1 revealed that there was no difference in writing scores
on the first piece of writing between any of the groups (χ2(2) = 0.24, p =
.887) with a mean rank score of 19.14 out of 20 for the comparison group,
17.42 for the peer group, and 18.90 for the self group. From this we can
infer that each group was starting at a similar overall writing proficiency
level at the beginning of the semester.
Materials
Two rubrics, one for each of the two types of writing assignments,
were developed by the course coordinators and formed the basis for the
feedback training, review phase, and grading of student writing in the
course. These scoring/feedback rubrics ranged from 0 to 3 and focused on
global aspects of writing, namely organization, development, and cohesion
(see Appendix 2 for descriptors and their corresponding scores). Following
Lundstrom and Baker (2009), novice and intermediate writers have been
shown to be able to improve more on global aspects than on local aspects
such as structure, vocabulary, and mechanics, so the rubrics were designed
to focus on the former. In addition, the best practices as defined by experts
in the field of writing instruction indicate that in the initial stages of
writing, comments on global features are more useful than comments on
local aspects (Ferris, 2014).
Classroom Procedure
Over the course of the semester, the students studied two written
genres: character descriptions and plot summaries. They produced four
paragraph-length written assignments at an interval of one per month.
The context for each writing assignment was provided by a film that they
watched over the course of the semester: the first two assignments were
character descriptions of the main characters and the final two were plot
summaries of important moments in the film. As suggested by Rollinson
(2005), in order to avoid any potentially negative effects of peer review,
such as tactless or overgenerous comments or a focus on surface problems
rather than content, students in both treatment groups received training
1 A nonsignificant value for Levene’s test, F(2,33) = 1.138, p = .336 indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of
variances for score increases was not violated.
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in using the rubrics to review each other’s or their own work. Students
were exposed to sample comments that they analyzed as a class for
appropriateness with the guidance of their instructor. They also reviewed
sample paragraphs as a class with a range of organizational, developmental,
and cohesive strengths and weaknesses.
The peer review group produced four written texts in the following way:
for each assignment, they first wrote a rough draft during a class dedicated
to drafting. Once they had finished the draft, they uploaded their paper
onto an online peer interaction platform (http://elireview.com/), which
was accessible to the instructor and to their peers. In cohorts of three,
students accessed their peers’ writing on the platform and reviewed each
other’s work using the rubric. They were instructed to provide comments
to each other in either English or French, using the following prompt:
Please leave at least three specific comments/suggestions for the author. At
least one of these comments should address a strength of the paragraph.
These comments should be directed towards the content of the paragraph.
Type your comment in the box provided and then highlight the specific
area of the paragraph (above) that you wish to attach the comment to.
Then click save. Repeat for each comment.

A final prompt asked the students to give a general comment:
What should the author be most focused on during the next revision?

Following the best practices of writing instruction outlined by Ferris
(2014), the comments that students provided each other were graded as
a means of holding peers accountable for providing quality suggestions in
their review. Using the feedback they received through peer comments,
students revised their first drafts in the following class and submitted a
final draft to the instructor, who provided comments and a grade.
Students in the self-review group followed a similar procedure; after
receiving the same training as the peer review group, for each of the four
writing assignments, they produced a first draft in class. Outside of class,
they were instructed to review their own texts using the same rubric
and prompts as the peer group, and they documented their review on
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a feedback sheet in order to leave a written trace of which aspects they
identified as needing revision. They also received a grade for the comments
that they produced. The following day they revised their texts in class using
their feedback sheets and submitted them to the instructor, who provided
comments and a grade.
The comparison group produced texts that were graded by the
instructor after the first draft and received no further revisions.
Data Collection
All participants completed the first writing assignment in class without
any feedback. This text was considered the pretest and was collected for
analysis after students received their grades. Assignments 2–4 were
collected in the same way for the comparison group. The treatment groups
completed the remainder of their assignments following the progression
of draft, feedback (peer or self), and final revision. The draft of the final
assignment for the treatment groups was considered as the posttest.
Scoring and Analysis
The students used the rubrics to assess each other’s drafts (peer group)
or their own draft (self group), evaluating whether they had fulfilled
all of the requirements (3), most of the requirements (2), some of the
requirements (1), or none of the requirements (0). The requirements are
detailed in the Rubric in Appendix 1. They based their comments on the
above evaluation. After the students made changes to their drafts, the
instructor and researcher graded their final submissions using the same
rubric. A subset of 25% of the texts was coded by both the researcher and
the instructor. Reliability was found to be good, Cronbach’s α = .82.
To address the short-term effect of reviewing peer and self texts from
first draft to second draft, the mean scores of the drafts and revisions
were analyzed using a Wilcoxon signed-rank test to determine whether
the revised drafts were an improvement over the first drafts. In order to
determine whether group membership influenced increase in writing
scores over time, a Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to determine
any significant differences between groups on scores from their first
assignment to the draft of their final assignment. A nonsignificant value
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for Levene’s test, F(2,32) = 0.472, p = .680, indicated that the assumption
of homogeneity of variances for score increases was not violated; therefore,
the Kruskal-Wallis test was appropriate for the data analysis.
In addition, an analysis was conducted to determine to what extent
and what effect students responded to their own feedback versus peer
feedback. The feedback and texts were coded according to Ferris’s (1997)
typology of revisions in response to comments, which included no change,
minimal change, or substantive change with positive, mixed, or negative
effects. One category was added to this typology to account for comments
that resulted in no effect because they were not worth responding to (i.e.,
feedback gave poor advice). A subset of 25% of the comments was coded by
both raters, and reliability was found to be good (α = .78). Finally, in order
to determine which aspects self-reviewers and peer reviewers addressed in
their feedback, a thematic analysis of the comments given in each group
was conducted. This included the global aspects targeted by the rubric
(e.g., organization, development, and cohesion), in addition to any other
themes that were commonly addressed in the comments.

Results
The results that follow examine the group differences in score
improvement over the course of the semester and the improvement from
draft to revision. The results also investigate the types of aspects addressed
in students’ feedback in order to provide a more detailed picture of the peer
and self-review process.
RQ1. Do FFL students who participate in one type of review improve the
quality of their writing over the course of a semester (long-term change) more
than those who participate in another review type?
Writing improvement was operationalized as improvement in scores,
and the mean score for each assignment in each group was calculated,
as shown in Table 1. A Kruskal-Wallis test was used to evaluate group
differences in mean score increases from Assignment 1 to Assignment 4.
It should be noted that the number of observations in the peer and self
groups for each writing time was not consistent, due to missing data. In
particular, only five observations were collected for the self group’s third
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assignment, meaning the results for this writing time need to be interpreted
with caution. This limitation in the data is reflected in the non-parametric
analysis reported below.
Table 1
Descriptive statistics for all assignments for the comparison, peer, and self
groups.
Comparison Group

Peer Group		

Mean (SD)
Assignment 1		
Assignment 2 Draft
Assignment 2 Final
Assignment 3 Draft
Assignment 3 Final
Assignment 4 Draft
Assignment 4 Final

14
14
14
14
-

2.46 (0.36)
2.39 (0.56)
2.46 (0.31)
2.50 (0.39)
-

Self Group

Mean (SD)
12
15
17
17
17
16
17

2.38 (0.43)
2.17 (0.52)
2.32 (0.50)
2.21 (0.47)
2.65 (0.42)
2.31 (0.36)
2.59 (0.44)

Mean (SD)
10
13
12
5
13
13
13

2.45 (0.28)
2.12 (0.65)
2.25 (0.62)
2.20 (0.45)
2.42 (0.53)
2.35 (0.32)
2.65 (0.38)

Note. Assignment 1 = character description 1; Assignment 2 = character description 2;
Assignment 3 = plot summary 1; Assignment 4 = plot summary 2.

The Kruskal-Wallis test revealed that there was no difference in
increase in writing scores among any of the groups (χ2(2) = 0.48, p = .788),
with a mean rank increase of 0.04 for the comparison group, -0.05 for the
peer group, and -0.14 for the self group. The result of this test indicates that
membership in one of the treatment groups or the comparison group did
not influence a long-term change in scores.
RQ2. Do the revised texts that students produce as a result of peer and selfreview show improvement over their drafts (short-term change)?
In order to measure whether the revisions made in response to peer
and self-feedback resulted in improvement over drafts, a series of Wilcoxon
signed-rank non-parametric tests were used to compare peer and self
groups’ scores from draft to final production, summarized in Table 2. The
tests revealed that there was no significant improvement from draft to final
on Assignment 2 for the peer (z = -1.22, p = .222) or self group (z = -0.71,
p = .480), with small effect sizes for both groups (peer, d = .294; self, d =
.205). For Assignment 3, there was a significant improvement from draft
to final in the peer group (z = -2.76, p = .006), with a large effect size (d =
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.99). For the self group, while improvement did not reach significance (z
= -1.63, p = .102) and only five data points were available for analysis, the
medium effect size (d = .40) indicated a change for the better. For the final
assignment, both the peer (z = 2.52, p = .012) and self groups (z = -2.31,
p = .021) showed a trend toward significant improvement, supported by a
large effect size (d > 0.70).
Table 2
Results of Wilcoxon signed-rank test comparing improvement from draft to
final text.

Assignment 2
Assignment 3
Assignment 4

z

Peer Group		Self Group

-1.22
-2.76
-2.52

p

d

.222
.29
.006** 0.99
.012
0.70

z

-0.71
-1.63
-2.31

p

.480
.102
.021

d

.20
.40
.85

Note: ** p < .01
These results indicate that the only group to see a significant
improvement from draft to final was the peer group, on Assignment 3.
It is unclear whether the self group made comparable improvements on
the same piece of writing due to the limited number of observations. Both
groups had final drafts that trended toward significant improvement over
their first drafts on the final assignment, a finding which merits replication
to see if similar findings would be observed in a study with more data
points collected over a longer period of time. While neither group showed
improvement in scores from Assignment 1 to the draft of Assignment 4,
development was observed in the writing process where self-reviewers
and peer reviewers showed improvements from draft to final on a smaller
timescale.
In order to determine the effect of comments on revisions in both
treatment conditions, Ferris’s (1997) typology of revisions in response
to comments was used to show which type of comments were provided
by each group and how effective the comments were. Figure 1 presents
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the percentage of each type of feedback for the peer and self groups. The
categories included how much change was observed (substantive, minimal,
negligible, or none) and what effect the change had on the revision (positive,
mixed, or negative).

Figure 1. Percentage of types of revisions in response to comments and their effect. Note:
+ve = positive; -ve = negative.

For the two treatment groups, the greatest proportion of feedback
resulted in substantive changes with positive effect: 39% for the peer group
and 47% for the self group. Overall, the peer group provided longer and
more detailed comments. However, this group also provided more feedback
that had no change (26%) or was useless (15%) than the self group (with
20% and 6%, respectively). In general, the feedback provided by the self
group was shorter, and more critical. The effect of these comments was
generally positive or mixed, resulting in substantive (47%) or minimal
revisions (12%).
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RQ3. On which aspects do reviewers provide feedback in peer and self review?
How is the focus of their review similar or different?
In order to address the final research question, a thematic coding
of the comments provided by both treatment groups was implemented.
Supplementing the categories addressed in the rubric (organization,
development, and cohesion) with an inductive approach in which themes
and patterns were distilled from the data, six themes were identified in
the students’ comments. Figure 2 presents the percentage of each type per
group. Examples and explanations of each theme are shown below.

Figure 2. Aspects addressed in peer and self comments.

The first aspect addressed in the comments, organization, tended to
focus on the introductory and concluding sentences of the texts. While
students from both groups struggled with these components of their
writing, organization-specific feedback was somewhat more common in
the peer group (14%) than the self group (10%). For example, the peer
reviewer in Example 1 suggests reorganizing the text by using a sentence
from the middle of the paragraph to create a stronger conclusion.
Example 1. “Perhaps make this a new sentence. On its own, with a bit more
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detail, I think it would have more weight and would be a good concluding
sentence” (Renée, peer group).
The second aspect, development, was by far the most common type
of comment in both groups. This is not surprising, given that students
were prompted to direct their comments toward the content of the text.
However, the self group made slightly more (48%) of this type of comment
than the peer group (43%). For example, the self-reviewer in Example 2
recognizes the need to develop her character description by adding more
than just physical traits.
Example 2. “Need to add more details about Alexis’s personality” (Inès, self
group).
One difference observed in the types of development-oriented
comments between the peer and self groups was audience. In Example
3, a peer reviewer makes reference to the discursive nature of the text
by reminding the author to consider who her audience is. Although the
students were not informed who their audience was, everyone who read
their papers (e.g., the instructor and peers, in the case of the peer group)
had seen the film. It is possible that simply being in the peer group made
students more aware of who they were writing for (i.e., others who had
seen the film) than the self group, since the latter was only writing texts that
would be read by the instructor.
Example 3. “I think here you can be less vague, because we have all seen the
movie, so you can just say, ‘well, we know she took care of Claire’s cat Emile
and watched her apartment’” (Laure, peer group).
The third theme targeted in the feedback was cohesion; the proportion
of self feedback (18%) was double that of peer feedback (9%) in this regard.
Particularly, many students commented on the use of discourse connectors
(e.g., en conclusion/in conclusion, cependent/however) in their feedback.
For example, the following excerpt illustrates a self-reviewer noticing the
lack of discourse connectors in her text.
Example 4. “I need more transition words for a smoother paragraph flow,
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especially between the last three sentences” (Kathleen, self group).
The self-review group also made more comments (16%) targeting
grammatical structures in their texts than the peer group (10%). Example
5 represents a common observation amongst the self-reviewers, which
was that they suspected they had used English wording to express their
thoughts. Though they were aware that the phrases were not grammatical
or idiomatic, this type of comment was not typically resolved.
Example 5. “I think some of the things I’m trying to say don’t make sense in
French, at least the way I’ve tried to say them” (Claire, self group).
Other students targeted specific grammatical structures, such as
pronouns (as in Example 6) and verb conjugation. Interestingly, these
structural difficulties tended to be resolved in a grammatical form in the
revision.
Example 6. “I still struggle with reflexive still. [For example] his tomb tells
us—sa tombe dit nous . . . I feel this is incorrect” (Hélène, self group).
The final theme that emerged from the analysis of the comments was
compliments. Approximately 14% of the feedback provided by the peer
group fell into this category, compared to a mere 1% of self-comments.
At times, these compliments were overgenerous (e.g., when reviewers
provided nothing but compliments in their feedback) and very general, as
in Example 7. On the other hand, some compliments were very detailed
and highlighted strengths worth noting in the writing, as in Example 8.
Example 7. “Nice work, homie” (Clémence, peer group).
Example 8. “I think it’s very good! You have a good balance of giving
characteristics and explaining them without it derailing to be too much about
Claire” (Céline, peer group).

Discussion
The aim of this research was to compare peer and self-review and

Tigchelaar, Magda. (2016). “The Impact of Peer Review on Writing Development in French as
a Foreign Language.” Journal of Response to Writing, 2(2): 6–36.

24 • Magda Tigchelaar

to investigate how each practice relates to writing development (positive
change over time) and writing improvement (positive change over drafts).
A second aim was to analyze the types of comments provided in peer and
self-review and to determine whether there are target aspects that students
notice especially in their own writing and whether there are others that
peers are better at highlighting.
Recent research has suggested that the act of reviewing texts is more
beneficial than receiving feedback (Lundstrom & Baker, 2009). This
result is intriguing because it implies that by simply training students to
review texts (either their own or others’), they may see improvement in
their writing. Furthermore, recent research has found that students who
reviewed their own texts saw greater gains in writing scores than did those
whose texts were reviewed by peers (Wakabayashi, 2013). These findings
come from experimental and classroom research and merit further study
to validate the results and move the conversation about responses to L2
writing forward.
The first research question of the present study revealed that, unlike
Wakabayashi (2013), who found that students that did self-review
improved more than those whose texts were reviewed by peers, neither the
peer, self, or comparison groups significantly improved their scores over
time. However, it should be noted that comparing the improvement from
first to final assignment may not be a suitable comparison because the first
assignment was a character description and the final assignment was a plot
summary. Without controlling for topic or counterbalancing the writing
assignments across groups, it is not possible to measure the influence of
time on writing development. Furthermore, writing tends to develop over
a longer period than a single semester, and therefore a longer study design
is more likely to show significant change. However, a comparison of groups
revealed that neither the peer, self, nor control groups increased their
scores significantly more than another group. This suggests that belonging
to a certain review group does not influence improvements in scores over
the course of a semester. While a significant change in scores over time was
not observed, some change in the students’ writing process did occur, as
students in the peer group showed significant improvement on Assignment
3, and both treatment groups trended toward significant improvement on
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the final assignment.
Furthermore, it could be argued that their knowledge of different
genres (character description and plot summary) increased over the course
of the semester as well, based on their regular exposure to these genres
in their training and assignments. These changes in writing process and
genre knowledge over time constitute one example of writing development
(Polio, in press). From this we can deduce that writing development may
not always be marked by improvements in score and that a variety of
factors should be taken into account when measuring development over
time. Further research should continue to refine our understanding of
areas that develop over time in written textual production and the paths
that each type of development follows. This is important for researchers to
be able to determine whether or not practices or teaching interventions are
contributing to writing development.
With regards to the second research question, it was found that both
of the treatment groups began to improve on their drafts, with the peer
group showing significant improvement on Assignment 3 and both groups
showing a trend toward significant improvement on the final assignment.
This finding suggests that future research might show a similar pattern of
writing improvement, namely where peer reviewers begin to improve their
writing sooner than self-reviewers, but with time both types of reviewers
can experience significant writing improvement. In order to corroborate
this finding, future research should include more fine-grained rubrics to
measure writing quality, larger sample sizes with complete data sets, and a
longer timescale.
The third research question showed that the self-reviewers were
responsible for more feedback that resulted in substantive revisions with
positive effect. Although it may not seem natural to leave a written trace of
comments during self-review (as opposed to simply revising one’s text), this
was done for comparability with the peer review condition. An additional
potential advantage of self-review is that the act of reviewing texts and
providing feedback may be more beneficial for writing development than
the act of revising texts (Lundstrom & Baker, 2009). While writers often
revise their own texts without this extra review step of providing comments,
setting the text aside, and coming back to it to revise, this technique proved
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to be beneficial in the present study, since students’ final productions
showed improvement over their drafts. Learning how to review one’s own
texts may require more time and training, but this initial investment may
plant the seeds for more effective development of autonomous writers.
Further research should delve deeper into the practices of self-evaluation
and individual revision, as some L2 writers may prefer to learn how to
review their own texts effectively in lieu of participating in peer review.
By training students in multiple feedback practices (i.e., different learning
management behaviors), instructors can provide novice writers with more
opportunities to develop autonomy, or control over their writing.
Individual preferences are supported by perception studies (e.g.,
Yoshida, 2008) that show that some students do not trust their peers’ input
and are therefore hesitant to participate in peer review. While peer feedback
did prompt improvement in scores in the present study, this group also
received more comments that were ignored, useless, or resulted in negative
revisions. Considering these findings and the fact that there is no way to
guarantee being paired with a helpful peer reviewer in instructed writing
contexts, one area that merits further exploration is how novice writers
interpret feedback that is not useful and how they subsequently revise their
texts.
The final research question looked at which aspects were targeted by
peer and self-reviewers in the feedback they provided. As instructed, both
groups focused primarily on content and development. This shows that
writing instructors can direct the focus of students’ feedback and indirectly
supports the assertion that feedback instruction can promote writing
development (Polio & Williams, 2009). The differences that emerged from
the analysis of the comments may add insight into which aspects are more
accessible to self-assessment and which aspects require outside feedback to
improve (see Hyland & Hyland, 2006). Without being explicitly instructed,
the self-reviewers provided more structure-oriented comments. Attention
to these form-based, textual features may indicate that self-review can
promote autonomy in the sense of control over the cognitive processes
required to produce written language. The self group also gave a greater
proportion of cohesion-related comments, suggesting that they were more
conscious of the discourse connection within their texts. These insights are
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encouraging for independent written production, such as in the context of
writing assessment.
In the case of the peer group, more feedback was focused on the
organization of the text. Difficulties with introducing (i.e., drawing one’s
readers into what is to follow in the text) and concluding (i.e., restating the
main point while signaling to readers that they have reached the end) may
be more obvious from an outsider’s perspective. This discursive feedback,
connecting the text to the outside world, was also reflected in some of the
peer group’s development-directed comments (Example 3), where peers
pointed out connections between what the audience already knew and
what was being communicated in the text. This points to the importance
of raising students’ awareness of how participating in peer review can help
them to develop a discursive understanding and that this practice may
strengthen their autonomy by developing strong learning management
strategies.
The analysis of the comments also revealed that the peer group gave
substantially more compliments than the self-reviewers. While some of
these comments were detailed and targeted specific strengths (Example 8),
many of them constituted empty compliments, as has been observed in
previous studies (Ferris, 2003). While writing instructors tend to agree that
student writers should receive encouragement in addition to constructive
criticism (Ferris, 2014), overgenerous amounts of praise are not useful for
writing improvement. These observations further support the call for ample
feedback training for developing writers (Min, 2005; Rollinson, 2005).
Finally, the differences that emerged in analysis of the comments and
revisions provide insight into the differences that were observed in the
writing process of the peer and self groups. The peer group made more
significant improvements from drafts to final productions than the selfreview group. The self-reviewers started to show improvements after
the peer group and only saw a trend toward significant gains in score.
Analysis of the comments showed that the peer reviewers focused more on
discourse-level aspects, while the self-review group tended to direct their
comments toward structural issues in their writing. Bearing in mind that
the scoring rubric targeted organization, development, and cohesion (i.e.,
discursive features), it is not surprising that the peer reviewers made more
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gains in score than the self-reviewers, who were generally more focused on
textual aspects that were not targeted in the rubric.
In L2 writing theory, peer review is seen as contributing to promoting
autonomous writers (Hansen & Liu, 2005). The findings of the present
study contribute to the field of L2 writing by shedding light on how different
feedback practices can lead to different levels of autonomy. They also
respond to the call from Hyland and Hyland (2006) for further research
into peer and self feedback by investigating what aspects “seem more
accessible to self-assessment” or “what aspects students can revise without
help from their teachers” (p. 96). A second contribution of this study
to research in L2 writing is the investigation of peer review in a context
other than ESL/EFL, namely an instructed foreign-language context. The
study of an intact, foreign-language class and the use of authentic grading
materials (e.g., holistic rubrics) over the course of a semester provide a
longitudinal view of writing development in an ecologically valid context.
Furthermore, a mixed methods design brings methodological strength
to the study and provides support for a movement toward more holistic
views of development in L2 research. It also supports calls for broadening
measures and definitions of writing development (Manchón, 2012; Polio,
in press). Finally, the findings of this research add empirical support for the
use of both peer and self-review in FL and L2 writing classrooms.

Conclusion
This study has yielded a number of observations about the use of peer
and self-feedback as practices for promoting writing development in an
instructed foreign language setting. Findings confirm previous research
showing that training in peer review can improve student writing and
that writing development can also be achieved through self-assessment.
Further, the study provided insights into the link between participating in
peer and self-review and developing as an autonomous writer; self-review
may lead to more control over cognitive processes, while peer review may
help students to develop autonomy in the sense of learning management
strategies.
As is often the case in quasi-experimental research conducted in
intact classes, with the strength of ecological validity comes the limitations
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of less-than-ideal design and missing data. Not all of the participants
completed all of the assignments, which made comparing gains in score
difficult. As mentioned above, one avenue for future research would be to
corroborate the finding that the peer group may have begun to improve their
writing sooner (Assignment 3) than the self group, as the missing data and
limitations in the study design of the present study prevent any conclusions
to be made about this pattern of writing improvement. Second, given that
participants in the comparison group did not revise their texts, it is not
possible to distinguish the effects of feedback from the effects of revision
in this study. Future research could attempt to disentangle feedback from
revision by assessing whether the quality of comments received in peer
review was a factor in writing improvement or whether students improved
their writing regardless of the quality of comments received.
Although neither of the treatment groups saw more significant gains
than the other throughout the semester, and although only a trend toward
significant changes was observed from draft to final productions, students
in both conditions did use these practices to improve their writing over
the course of the semester. Neither peer nor self-review proved to lead to
superior writing improvement. The pedagogical implications of the study,
then, are that course developers have options to tailor feedback practices
to student and instructor preferences. An important consideration is
that while self-review may require more time and training, this practice
can ultimately use less class time than peer review and may be better for
developing students’ control over independent text production. The good
news is that both paths seem to carry the potential for writing development,
providing instructors and students more options for tackling the challenge
of training and becoming effective L2 writers.
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Appendix 1: Background Questionnaire
a) Name (for identification of writing samples): _______________________________
b) First language: ___________________________
c) Experience in French study abroad? Yes/No (if Yes, how long?) _____________________
d) Have you taken FRN 101 and FRN 102 at [the university]? Yes/No
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Appendix 2: Rubrics
a) Plot description

b) Character description
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A substantial body of research has demonstrated the important role of providing feedback in students’ writing development. Among the various feedback methods, the teacher-student writing conference has often been rated
by learners as the most beneficial to writing development, but research on
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students’ perceptions of writing conferences is scant. Aiming to investigate students’ experiences and attitudes
towards writing conferences, this study collected data through questionnaires and individual interviews with 34 EFL students from 2 college English
writing classes. Findings suggested that the students held high expectations
and gave high ratings on the helpfulness and success of the conferences that
they experienced. Affectively, the questionnaire results indicated a generally
positive experience, but the interviews revealed that attending conferences
provoked anxiety in some learners. Most significantly, the study found that
although students did not openly reject setting and leading the agenda, most
were not enthusiastic about taking on the responsibility of establishing the
direction of the conference.
Keywords: second language writing, writing conferences, student attitudes,
conferencing approaches
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A substantial body of research has demonstrated the important role of
providing feedback in students’ writing development (Hyland, 2003;
Hyland & Hyland, 2006). Among the various feedback methods, three are
perhaps the most frequently adopted in the writing classroom: teacher
written feedback, teacher-student conferencing, and peer feedback
(Hyland, 2003; Keh, 1990). While peer feedback has been lauded as
having various benefits, studies have shown that students generally prefer
feedback provided by their teachers (Nelson & Carson, 1998; Zhang,
1995). Although generally considered to contribute to student writing
improvement, teacher written feedback has sometimes been found to
appear either ambiguous or abstract to learners. To help students benefit
from teacher feedback, many writing instructors adopt the conference
method to provide one-on-one tutorial assistance.
A writing conference refers to a “private conversation
between teacher and student about the student’s writing or writing
processes” (Sperling, 1991, p. 132). A central concept that informs
the practice of writing conferences is zone of proximal development
(ZPD). According to Vygotsky (1978), the ZPD refers to the distance
between what learners can do independently and what they can with
assistance of a more capable person. Thus, the notion of the ZPD
indicates two features of human development. First, “learning with
assistance or instruction is a normal, common and important feature of
human mental development” (Mercer, 1994, p. 102). Second, a person’s
learning or problem-solving ability can be augmented by “the right kind
of cognitive support” (p. 102). This support, which can only be provided
by more knowledgeable persons around the learner, is usually referred
to as scaffolding. Research has confirmed that, for scaffolding to
succeed, tutors need to have knowledge of the task and an
understanding of the learner’s background so that they can provide
appropriate feedback (Thompson, 2009). They also need to make
ongoing diagnoses to assess the learner’s current ability to adjust
instructional strategies accordingly (Puntambekar & Hubscher,
2005). Ideally, such scaffolding and ongoing diagnosis can be best
enacted through one-on-one teacher-student writing conferences.
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Literature Review
Various effective advantages have been claimed for writing
conferences.1 Rose (1982) contended that in a writing conference teachers
can push students to think out loud beyond abstract ideas and more deeply
into their own arguments. By showing puzzlement as a genuine reader,
teachers can help students perceive the real need to explain and clarify
their ideas in writing. Teachers, as readers and critics, also benefit from
conferencing in the sense that they can better understand student writers’
intentions and offer more useful feedback. These one-on-one interactions
also offer opportunities for shyer students who may not usually speak up
in class to ask questions or express their opinions (Williams, 2005). While
these advantages have found enthusiastic advocates who even suggested
replacing regular classroom teaching with conferencing (Carnicelli,
1980), not all of the touted benefits have been investigated and verified by
empirical research.
A central component in individual writing consultations is instructional
strategies, which can be broadly classified as directive and nondirective,
the former referring to the teacher giving explicit suggestions as to what
learners can or should do to improve the composition, and the latter
employing leading questions to help writers formulate their own revision
plans (Williams & Severino, 2004). Directive approaches are characterized
by telling, teacher authority, and dominance, while nondirective
techniques feature questioning, learner agency, and ownership. Therefore,
this directiveness dimension includes two aspects: conference interaction
(telling or questioning) and agenda control (teacher’s or learner’s). In terms
of conference interaction, writing specialists such as Murray (1985) and
Harris (1986) warned against teachers being directive and dominating the
conference talk, arguing that a directive approach encouraged students to
“become dependent on the teacher for identifying problems and developing
solutions” (Murray, 1985, p. 148). Similarly, Duke (1975) maintained
that using a nondirective approach can avoid teacher overdirection and
1 Existing research on teacher-student conferences is still limited; therefore, throughout the paper, tutorial research
in the writing center will be referred to when its findings and implications are deemed relevant and transferable
to the current study context, but it is acknowledged that the two consultation contexts are neither equivalent nor
interchangeable.
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encourage learners to think for themselves and accept responsibility for the
writing process. Going a step further, Brooks (1991) proposed a “minimalist
tutoring” approach in which tutors pose as “an interested outsider” (p. 4)
and have students read their papers aloud to find usage errors, awkward
wording, and even logic problems without teacher intervention. While
this collaborative stance places due emphasis on students’ ownership over
their writing, doubt has been raised about the fit between nondirective
approaches and L2 students. To begin with, L2 students may be obliged to
play roles that they are not prepared for or feel comfortable with (Ferris &
Hedgcock, 2005). For example, they may be expected to assume an active
role and set the agenda for the conferencing session, when instead they are
most accustomed to listening passively to teacher lecturing. Powers (1993)
further pointed out that L2 students and native-speaking students seeking
conferencing may have different study backgrounds and learning needs.
While native speakers can usually locate their own problems through
reading aloud, L2 writers, typically “more familiar with written than with
spoken English” (p. 239), are seldom capable of “hearing” the language
correctly. Also, while native-speaking writers may only be seeking to have
their self-confidence boosted, L2 writers seeking conferencing may be
“struggling with an unfamiliar culture, audience, and rhetoric” (p. 241).
Therefore, the nondirective approach that usually serves native speakers
well may not meet the needs of L2 writers. This claim is supported by a
study of L2 learners’ tutorials (Williams, 2004), where nondirective tutoring
on some occasions resulted in “almost absurdly circuitous interactions, in
which the writer engaged in a sort of guessing game” (p. 195).
A second aspect of the directiveness dimension is the teacher’s or
learner’s control of the agenda. Teachers have often been cautioned
against controlling the agenda, on the premise that the success of a writing
conference hinges on whether learners are allowed to set the agenda. For
example, Duke (1975) emphasized that students should be encouraged “to
talk about [their] writing problems and in the process assume the initiative
for establishing the direction of the conference” (p. 45). Walker (1992) also
observed that conferences rated as successful by both tutors and students
are those in which the student “owns the agenda and thus decides, in a
fundamental way, what the talk in the conference will be about” (p. 79).
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Such conferences are successful, Walker further explained, because only
when it is the students’ agendas, topics, and concerns will they be “truly
listening” and “ready to learn” from answers provided by teachers to
“questions [students] themselves are asking at this moment about their
own writing” (p. 80). However, it should also be noted that not all learners
are keen to be in control or find agenda setting vital to their learning in
the writing conference. For example, Weigle and Nelson (2004) found
that learners without specific goals for writing improvement may still find
tutorials successful even when tutors had rather tight control of the session
agenda. They further observed that these learners actually chose to let the
tutor or teacher set the agenda, which not only allowed the tutorial to be
conducted more efficiently but also met learners’ need for L2 information.
While the amount of research on writing conferences remains relatively
low (Ferris, 2003), studies focusing on student views of the practice are even
rarer. Most of the existing research on student views of conferencing actually
compare various feedback methods in the writing classroom, instead of
investigating the conference method itself. These studies generally found
that teacher oral feedback in writing conferences was perceived favorably.
For example, Saito (1994) surveyed 39 adult ESL learners and found that
most students preferred teacher feedback—oral feedback in particular—to
either peer-correction or self-correction. Warner’s (1998) investigation of
student beliefs about writing feedback found tutorials rated as the most
beneficial, followed by use of the multiple-draft system and peer review.
Curtis (as cited in Jacobs, Curtis, Braine, & Huang, 1998) similarly reported
that among the four investigated teacher-centered feedback methods
(teacher, oral, one-to-one; teacher, written; teacher, oral, small group;
teacher, oral, whole group), one-to-one teacher oral feedback was ranked
the highest. ESL graduate students in Silva, Reichelt, and Lax-Farr’s (1994)
study also considered conferences to be the most important part of their
academic writing course.
While these studies compared students’ preferences among various
methods of feedback, Liu’s (2009) research focused exclusively on learners’
expectations and perceptions of the writing conference. Liu obtained data
through a questionnaire and interviews with ESL and American students
in a U.S. university, and her results indicated that receiving teacher
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suggestions on how to improve writing was identified by both groups of
students as the primary goal of the writing conference. However, compared
with American students, more ESL students expected the instructor to
point out all grammar errors in their drafts, and they also wanted to ask the
instructor about the requirements of the essay. Furthermore, ESL students
expected the instructor to directly tell them what to do, rather than telling
the instructor their own intentions. In other words, they appeared less
inclined to take an active role in conferencing interactions. Finally, while
all students perceived writing conferences positively, some ESL learners
experienced anxiety because they were unfamiliar with the practice and
nervous about talking with the teacher in English.
These findings suggest that to evaluate and assess the influence of
writing conferences on L2 student learning, more research is needed on
factors such as learner expectations, affective feelings, and attitudes towards
writing conferences. For instance, while Liu’s (2009) study delineated
ESL students’ expectations for writing conferences, we still do not know
whether those expectations are shared by learners studying in EFL contexts,
where teacher and students often share the same first language. Second,
studies have attempted to identify factors influencing student evaluation
of conferencing success, but they rarely asked students to report why they
evaluated a conference as either successful or unsuccessful. Furthermore,
not much is known about learners’ affective experiences with participating
in writing conferences except that conferencing was thought to afford shyer
students an opportunity to ask questions in private. Finally, while learner
control of the agenda is often identified as a key to successful conferences,
little research has explored students’ attitudes towards agenda setting. This
paper thus attempts to explore student experiences and attitudes towards
teacher-student writing conferences in an EFL setting by addressing the
following research questions:
1. What are EFL college students’ expectations for teacher-student
writing conferences?
2. How do students perceive the helpfulness and success of writing
conferences?
3. What are students’ affective experiences with participating in
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writing conferences?
4. What are students’ attitudes towards setting the agenda in the
writing conference?

Methods
Participants
This study recruited two teachers and 34 undergraduate students (5
male and 29 female) from two college-level English writing classes in two
different national universities in southern Taiwan. Class A students (n = 13)
were attending a second-year writing course, all with some conferencing
experience in the previous year (one conference per semester). Class B
students (n = 21) were in their first year of college study and had no prior
conferencing experience. Notwithstanding this difference in conferencing
experience, both groups of students were included in the current study
because they shared similar educational backgrounds in many aspects,
including institutional context (public universities), major (English
language and literature), and class type (required writing classes offered to
English majors).
The two teachers teaching the two classes were specialized in English
literature and linguistics respectively, and neither had received formal
training in writing instruction. The Class A teacher had been teaching
college-level writing almost every year for nearly 20 years. He assigned
single-draft writing, but students were given the option of submitting
a revised draft for a possible higher grade. When marking essays, he
identified and corrected all the student errors in addition to writing
lengthy electronic comments as needed. He recalled that at the beginning
of his teaching career, he was not familiar with the conference method
although he occasionally held brief writing consultations with individual
students in the classroom. He later realized that conferencing seemed to
be a common practice among his colleagues teaching composition and
started to hold regular writing conferences outside the classroom. He
reported using conferences to help with individual students’ problems so
as not to embarrass students in front of their classmates. He also noted that
in conferences he mainly dealt with students’ language problems because
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higher-order concerns such as organization had been covered in classroom
teaching. He did not require students to prepare for the writing conferences
partly because they were not given opportunities to see their marked essays
beforehand.
As for the Class B teacher, this was only her second time teaching
composition. She required three drafts for each of the composition
assignments during the semester. Nevertheless, instead of reading student
essays herself, she had a trained teaching assistant correct errors, make
comments, and grade student writing. She would scan through the assistant’s
comments and perhaps circle errors that the assistant had missed. She
recalled that when she began teaching writing, she modeled her syllabus
after that of an experienced writing instructor colleague, including the
practice of conferencing with individual students. She identified rapport
building as the principal advantage of the conference method. These oneon-one conferences, she explained, tended to shorten the distance between
teacher and students, resulting in students’ greater willingness to approach
the teacher for assistance after the scheduled writing conferences. She also
noted that to foster active learning she required students to read comments
in advance and initiate questions during conferences. However, student
questions in the conferences were varied, ranging from those specific to the
drafts being discussed to more general questions such as ways to improve
writing abilities or tips for preparing for TOEFL writing tests.
As such, the two teachers’ feedback and conferencing approaches
were strikingly different. Yet, the inclusion of these two teachers in the
study was deemed not only appropriate but also informative because their
differing teaching approaches represent the variety of experiences that EFL
students may encounter in the writing classroom. Studying how learners’
expectations and attitudes may be affected by these two contrasting
approaches can thus provide a realistic insight into EFL writing instruction.
The Writing Classes and Conferences
Both Class A and Class B were structured around their adopted
textbooks, which were organized by rhetorical patterns, such as process
analysis, comparison and contrast, and argumentation. Students in the two
classes wrote one essay assignment after finishing one unit of the textbook.
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Class A students were given the freedom to choose topics for their essays,
but they had to write in the rhetorical patterns featured in individual units.
Class B students were assigned specific topics to write on, such as “an
unforgettable experience” and “how to make a good impression at a job
interview.”
The writing conferences of the two classes shared similarities, such
as the length of conferences (around 10–15 minutes), format (one-onone), venue (instructor’s office), and language (students’ first language,
Mandarin Chinese). In the weeks when conferences were held, classes were
cancelled and students signed up for appointments to meet individually
with the teacher. However, the two classes differed in the number of writing
assignments and conferences. Class A students wrote four essays in the
semester and had four conferences with the teacher, each held within one
week after assignment submission, while Class B students wrote six short
compositions and had two conferences with the teacher, the first dealing
with the first three compositions and the second the last three writing
pieces.
Although conference discourse was outside the scope of the current
study, a perusal of the conference data suggested a noticeable contrast
in teacher-learner interaction between the two teachers’ conferences.
Class A teacher usually started the conference by giving an evaluative
comment (e.g., “Basically, compared with your classmates, you did a
rather good job.”), followed by explanations and suggestions based on the
comments he had already written on student drafts. These conferences
typically comprised very long teacher turns interspersed with learner
backchanneling. Only on a few occasions did students respond to seek
clarification or justify their writing. Class A conferences usually ended
with the teacher announcing, “That’s it for today.” On the other hand, turntaking in Class B teacher’s conferences was frequent. She usually started
conferences by inviting students to raise questions. Moreover, she did not
often elaborate on her response; instead, she allowed extended wait time
for the students to produce more questions. Consequently, almost all of the
questions in Teacher B’s conferences were initiated by students, and quite a
number of conferences ended with learners announcing that they had no
more questions.
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Finally, it is also worth noting that both teachers adopted Chinese for
conferencing interaction as contrasted with English for classroom teaching.
Class A teacher explained that Chinese, a shared mother tongue between
teacher and students, was more suitable in conferencing because conference
talk felt like private conversation rather than classroom discourse. He added
that using Chinese could ensure effective communication, a matter of the
utmost importance in conducting conferences. Similarly, Class B teacher
was concerned that her students may not be able to express themselves
freely in English and believed that interacting in Chinese could help reduce
anxiety and encourage participation.
Data Collection and Analysis
Data for this study were collected through questionnaires and individual
interviews. While questionnaires can measure attitudes, opinions, and
beliefs in an efficient way, accompanying interviews are often recommended
to obtain data that can help interpret and understand questionnaire
responses (Gillham, 2000). To gauge students’ conferencing experiences and
attitudes, two questionnaires were written, the first administered around
the middle of the semester after the first teacher-student conferences were
held, and the second given towards the end of the semester, when Class A
students had undergone four writing conferences and Class B two. The first
questionnaire collected students’ background information and their initial
attitudes towards writing conferences, including their expectations and
perceived helpfulness of writing conferences. The second questionnaire
contained two parts. Part 1 asked the students to evaluate the overall
success of the semester’s conferences on a scale of 1–10 (1 being not at
all successful and 10 being very successful). Part 2 included eight Likertscale items probing students’ affective experiences and attitudes towards
the writing conference. However, only four items (three about affective
feelings and one about agenda setting) pertinent to the focus of this paper
were selected for analysis.
The students were each interviewed twice, immediately after they had
completed the two questionnaires in the middle and end of the semester.
These interviews, each lasting between 10 and 15 minutes, were intended
to allow the participants to elaborate on their responses to the issues
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raised in the questionnaires. They also probed students’ experiences and
attitudes towards writing conferences through additional questions such
as, “What do you think writing conferences are for? How do you compare
classroom instruction and conference talk?” In addition, each of the two
teacher participants was interviewed for about an hour to understand their
teaching philosophies, reasons for adopting the conference method, and
actual conferencing practices. All the interviews were conducted in the
participants’ first language, Mandarin Chinese, to ensure free expression of
their experiences and opinions. These interviews were audio-recorded and
then transcribed to prepare for analysis. The teacher-student conferences
of the two classes were also audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed.
However, due to space constraints, only limited data obtained from this
source are reported in the current study.
Simple descriptive statistics were calculated on the quantitative data
obtained from the questionnaires. The students’ interview responses were
coded to identify which of the two interviews they were receiving (I1 or
I2) and whether they were from Class A or Class B (A01 to A13 and B01
to B21). These interview data were analyzed by the researcher using the
constant comparison method as described in Glaser and Strauss (1967).
They were read and reread to identify keywords that then served as the
basis for codes and subcodes. Finally, all coded data were analyzed again to
find patterns and discrepancies. Sample coding categories included helpful
aspects, unhelpful aspects, understanding of the practice, anxiety, agenda
control, and first language use. Three weeks later, the researcher randomly
selected and recoded one fourth of the transcripts to determine intra-rater
reliability. The Pearson’s correlation was used and a reliability of .96 was
found.

Results
Student Expectations for Writing Conferences
Table 1 presents, in descending order of frequency, students’ reported
expectations for writing conferences. The students were allowed to choose
multiple answers from four predetermined choices, and the most frequently
selected was expecting the teacher to tell them how to revise essays (91%),
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followed by asking the teacher about their individual writing problems (82%)
and discussing their writing with the teacher (79%).
Table 1
Expectations for the Writing Conference
I expect . . . 					

Number Percentage

the teacher to tell me how to revise my essay			

31

91

to ask the teacher about my individual writing problems		

28

82

to discuss my writing with the teacher				

27

79

the teacher to tell me how to get good grades on my essay		

14

41

These responses corroborated the findings reported in Liu (2009)
and indicated that the students held very high expectations for writing
conferences. On one hand, most of them seemed to see the writing
conference as a fix-it shop (North, 1984) and expected direct help with the
revision of the essay. Their desire to get better grades after revising on the
basis of teacher oral feedback also suggested a pragmatic attitude towards
writing conferences. On the other hand, they were apparently eager to
interact personally and discuss their writing with the instructor. Such a
mixture of expectations illustrates well the complex nature of teacherstudent writing conferences as delineated in Black (1998).
In the first interviews, the students were asked to describe how they
understood the practice of writing conferences. Class A students, having
had conferences in their first year of college study, did not hesitate to
identify the major element of a writing conference: discussing their writing
with the teacher. On the other hand, Class B students’ descriptions revealed
that these first-year students were still developing their understanding and
probing the possibility offered by this educational practice. For example,
one Class B student described conferencing as an interview and interpreted
it as an oral examination that she would have to pass in order to earn the
teacher’s regard:
I used to think it was an exam. It was not until the first interview that I
realized that it was all about asking the teacher questions. You’re supposed
to find your own problems and then, perhaps, ask the teacher for the
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solutions. I haven’t still figured out exactly what it is supposed to do.
(I1-B04)

Another Class B student similarly found her first conferencing experience
puzzling:
It was my first ever writing conference. I had never had this kind
of experience, and I didn’t know how to ask questions in a writing
conference. I also had no idea what questions to ask. Besides, it was oneon-one. It was rather unnerving. (I1-B05)

Another interview question asked the students to compare classroom
instruction and conference talk. Not surprisingly, students pointed out
that classroom instruction was whole-class oriented, while conferencing
was individually-based. Some students noted the difference in the medium
of instruction: English in the classroom and Chinese in the conferences.
In addition, students described classroom instruction as “one-way” and
conferencing as “two-way” (I1-A08), classroom teaching as theory-based
and conferencing as practice-oriented, as evidenced in the following
student’s comment:
Classroom teaching focuses on more theoretical stuff, such as rhetorical
patterns and sentence patterns. But when we have conferences, we have
already practiced and written an essay. So, the teacher’s explanations are
targeted at my actual writing . . . and easier to understand. (I1-A10)

These accounts suggested that, although students could generally
identify the more distinctive elements of the practice such as its personal,
interactional, and practical natures, their understanding of writing
conferences seemed to vary depending on their experience. If students are
new to the practice, they can make erroneous interpretations, which may
lead to unnecessary stress for ill-prepared learners. But it should also be
noted that experience may not guarantee students’ readiness to participate
in writing conferences successfully because teachers may have different
tutorial styles, as shown in the current study and reported in the literature
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(Takaesu, Sudo, & Christianson, 2010).
Perceived Helpfulness and Success
The students were also asked to quantify their evaluation of the
helpfulness of writing conferences in improving writing ability. Results
showed that a majority of the students gave a rating of 7 or higher out of 10,
with an average of 7.5. Students in the follow-up interviews gave reasons
for their favorable evaluation, as exemplified in the following excerpts:
I think it’s direction and structure. [The teacher] would give me a
direction. And, he would give me personalized suggestions for revising.
Also, I think the teacher understands what I want to say even when I
phrase it incorrectly. (I1-A13)
If we are given written comments only and no discussion, we may feel
confused. We may not understand why a certain correction was made. If
we can discuss [this] with [the teacher], she can tell us how to revise it and
how to make it right. (I1-B09)

A few students felt doubtful about the helpfulness of writing conferences
because of an apparent lack of belief in the long-term effect of teacher
feedback:
I think [English writing] is like Chinese writing. Writing needs practice, a
lot of self practice. So, I don’t think writing conferences can really improve
my writing. (I1-A07)

At the end of the semester, the students were similarly asked to rate the
success of the semester’s conferences. Findings suggested that in line with
their favorable evaluation of the helpfulness, most students rated the
semester’s conferences as highly successful with 63% giving a rating of 8 or
higher out of 10 (M = 7.75). Below are two examples of student statements
explaining why they rated the conferences as highly successful:
Let me use a previous writing assignment as an example. At first, I didn’t
know how to write it, so there was no organization in the essay. But after
conferencing with the teacher, I revised the essay, and it improved a lot.
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(I2-B04)
I had the teacher’s full attention during the conferences. Besides, I was
given chance to ask questions on things I don’t understand. After the
teacher’s explanation, I could ask more questions if I still didn’t get it.
(I2-A01)

On the other hand, three students, all from Class B, gave their conferences
a rating of 5 or lower. They explained in the follow-up interviews why they
did not find the conferences particularly successful:
My questions were minor. I just confirmed with the teacher where she
had made comments. I didn’t have big questions. So, the effect was ok.
(I2-B12)
I did learn something [in the conferences]. . . . But the effect was not very
good because I didn’t get to ask my questions immediately [after I got my
draft back] and later I forgot my questions. So, when I conferenced with
the teacher, I didn’t know what to ask. (I2-B14)

Overall, we can see that a majority of the students perceived writing
conferences as helpful because these conferences could, by providing
personalized oral feedback, resolve the problems often associated with
teacher written feedback such as misreading student texts and failing to
offer specific strategies for revision (Zamel, 1985). Moreover, conferences
serving as real-time consultations present an opportunity where students
can take an active role and receive individualized instruction by asking all
the questions they need for revising and improving writing. Yet, a certain
degree of dissatisfaction was also observed among the students who had
trouble producing questions for tutorial discussion because of either a lack
of ability to identify their own needs or a time lag between when teachermarked essays were returned and when conferences were held.
Affective Experiences
Table 2, which conflates points 1 and 2 (strongly disagree and disagree)
and 4 and 5 (agree and strongly agree) on the scale, presents the findings
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about students’ affective experiences in writing conferences. Although only
half of the students reported being praised during the conferences, a very
high percentage of students claimed that they had good interaction with
the teacher (94%) and that they felt relaxed during the conferences (91%).
Table 2
Students’ Affective Experiences in Writing Conferences
Item

Disagree (%) Neutral (%) Agree (%)

Mean Std. Deviation

13

38

50

3.41

0.76

I had good interaction with the teacher.

0

6

94

4.13

0.49

I think the atmosphere was relaxing.

0

9

91

4.28

0.63

I was praised by the teacher about my writing.

Note. Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding.

While questionnaire findings indicated generally positive affective
experiences, the interview data revealed that conferencing with the teacher
affected students’ emotional states in different ways. When asked to describe
their feelings during the conferences, some of the students reported feeling
“just as normal” because they considered conferences as an extension
of classroom instruction and they had no reason for feeling different. A
number reported feeling “happy” and even “excited” because “sparks of
fire can be generated in these conferences,” “the teacher gave me many
suggestions” (I1-A08), and “it was a rare chance to talk to a professor one
on one” (I1-B04). However, for quite a number of them, these more positive
feelings usually came after initial discomfort in the first conferences of the
semester. With Class B students, the stress was apparently due to their lack
of prior conferencing experience, and they felt nervous because they “did
not know what to expect” (I1-B10) before entering the instructor’s office for
their first writing conferences. One thing that they had not expected was
a different language of communication in conferencing. Both teachers in
this study adopted English as the medium of class instruction and Chinese
as the medium of conferencing. However, uninformed of this policy, some
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Class B students expected the conferences to be conducted in English as
during class sessions, and the thought of holding one-on-one discussion
with the teacher in English caused anxiety:
In the beginning, I thought the teacher would talk to us in English, so I
was very nervous. (I1-B03)

But after the first conferences started, these students realized that their
worry was unfounded:
When I entered the teacher’s office, she was kind to me. She was not
terrifying. She was kind, and she spoke to me in Chinese. (I1-B09)

As suggested in these statements, anxiety of this kind can usually be dissolved
with continued conference attendance and a growing familiarization with
the practice, but several Class A students, despite some prior experience,
reported a similar anxious reaction in their first conferences of the semester:
In the first conference, I was rather nervous, and I just listened, without
daring to pose questions to the teacher. (I2-A07)
[In the later conferences] I felt more relaxed. But in the beginning, I just
didn’t have an idea what the teacher would say to me. (I2-A06)

Other than an unfamiliarity with a new practice or a new teacher, the
interview data revealed more stress-inducing factors including worry
about the quality of their writing, psychological distance with the teacher,
and the obligation to initiate and sustain conversation, as illustrated in the
following:
I sometimes felt nervous because I feared I didn’t write well. (I1-A11)
I felt uneasy about being that close with the teacher. I was used to seeing
the teacher on the podium, at a distance. (I1-B06)
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I was afraid that I couldn’t think of any questions to ask her and we would
both sit there feeling embarrassed. (I1-B20)

In summary, it appeared that in both classes the teachers were rather
successful in establishing good interaction in writing conferences by
adopting the students’ first language and creating a relaxing atmosphere.
Unlike the ESL students in Liu’s study (2009), who reported feeling nervous
about talking with the instructor in English, these EFL students were
happily exempt from the anxiety of sustaining a conversation in a language
that they were still struggling to master. Still, students may experience
stress when given little information about the aims and implementation
of writing conferences. While it may be assumed that students can infer
what will happen and what is expected of them after attending one or
two conference sessions, some learner training should provide a sense of
security and help focus students on expected outcomes. In contrast, lack of
relevant information, though seemingly insignificant, can be intimidating
obstacles to learners who are new to the practice (Duke, 1975).
Attitudes Towards Agenda Setting in the Writing Conference
Finally, the students were asked whether they would prefer to decide
the agenda for the writing conference. Slightly over one third of the students
(38%) responded positively, arguing that if students were not allowed
to decide the agenda, conferencing would be no different from regular
classroom instruction. The other students (62%) chose the middle option
and remained neutral on this issue. However, a closer look into students’
response revealed that as high as 85% of Class A students did not express a
clear preference on this issue. Follow-up interviews revealed that they took
an undecided stand on this question for different reasons. Some of them
actually preferred the teacher to decide the agenda apparently because they
lacked confidence in themselves:
The teacher should control the agenda because I myself do not know
where I have problems. (I2-A05)
I would prefer the teacher to talk first. If I have additional problems, I can
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ask him. (I2-A01)

Another saw the conferences as an opportunity to receive input for
improvement from a more knowledgeable reader. She would rather leave
the floor open for more feedback:
When I write, I have already had a fixed idea. So, what I need is different
opinions and some stimulation to help me improve. That’s why I think I
prefer input from someone else. (I2-A06)

Still another observed that the conferences’ implementation context had
already predetermined how the agenda would be decided:
The teacher had marked up our essays before holding conferences with us.
When we read his comments, we would know what may be the focus of
the discussion in the conferences. So, the teacher’s written comments had
in effect set the agenda of the conference. (I2-A02)

While the above excerpts indicated that Class A students generally did not
mind their teacher’s tight control of the agenda, further analysis suggested
that some students may have actually grown dependent on the teacher’s
verbal suggestions or explanations in conferences. In the following excerpt,
the student gave a positive response when asked to comment on her
overall conferencing experience, but she also revealed her puzzlement and
disappointment that the teacher stopped telling and explaining in the later
conferences of the semester.
A06

R
A06

It’s just that in the later conferences, the teacher was like,
he was kind of not interested in talking to me about my
writing. It seemed that he did not have anything to say to
me. He was like, “Okay, so, anything else? Do you have
any other questions?” So, it was like, I was supposed to
ask him questions.
I see. So you would prefer the teacher to talk more?
[I would prefer] the teacher to tell me where I should
revise, that kind of thing. But about the latest essays, he
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R
A06

just said, “So, do you have any other questions?”
Really?
Yeah. So, I had no choice but to read the teachers’
comments. Then, when I saw something I was not sure
of, I raised it for discussion. Yeah, it was like that in the
later conferences. So, I would rather the teacher, like, tell
me another way to phrase my sentences or some different
writing techniques.

This excerpt suggested that Class A teacher may have been trying to be less
directive by engaging students’ participation in the conference. However,
the student was apparently not prepared for the change of the approach,
nor did she understand the philosophy behind it. Therefore, she interpreted
it as the teacher becoming uninterested in tutoring her and helping her
improve writing. Furthermore, this student’s grumble about having to find
her own problems and ask questions suggested that she did not think she
was qualified to evaluate her own writing or responsible for formulating
her own revision plan.
In contrast to the Class A teacher, the Class B teacher almost never
initiated topics in her conferences. Instead, the students were told to
prepare questions and were given the responsibility to set and lead the
agenda, which may account for a relatively high percentage of agreement
with this questionnaire item (53%). However, among these students who
indicated a preference for deciding the agenda, a student admitted in the
interview that she actually preferred the teacher to initiate questions or
take over the control when she could not sustain the conversation:
In fact, I would rather the teacher initiate questions. Perhaps it’s just me.
My classmates may have different opinions. They may have questions for
the teacher. But when we can’t produce questions, I think the teacher can
raise questions. Perhaps we can’t answer those questions. But we would
spend time thinking over her questions. (I2-B12)

Therefore, despite its intuitive appeal, agenda setting could be unnerving to
students who were used to teacher dominance but given full control of the
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agenda in writing conferences.

Discussion
This study employed follow-up interviews to gauge the student
participants’ interpretations of the survey questions, giving clearer insight
into students’ experiences and attitudes towards writing conferences. In line
with previous research (Saito, 1994; Silva et al., 1994; Warner, 1998), this
study found that a majority of participants reported favorable experiences
in teacher-student writing conferences. Results indicated that students
tended to expect teachers to provide direction, explicit suggestions, detailed
explanations, immediate answers to writing problems, and perhaps a secret
formula for better writing. Affectively, the questionnaire results suggested
a generally positive experience; however, the interviews revealed learners’
anxiety caused by a multiplicity of factors including unfamiliarity with the
conference method, teacher evaluation, and the pressure of having to take
the initiative. Most significantly, the study found that although students
did not openly reject setting and leading the agenda, most were not
enthusiastic about taking on the responsibility of establishing the direction
of the conference.
Acknowledging the possibility of other factors such as student
motivation and teacher-student relationship, it appeared that student
experiences and attitudes were to a great extent shaped by the two teachers’
conferencing behaviors and strategies. As evidenced by lengthy teacher
turns and very few student-initiated questions, Class A teacher apparently
exercised tight control of the agenda and adopted a more dominant role
in his conferences. On the other hand, Class B teacher seldom initiated
questions, and her students were given control of the agenda. If measured
on a directiveness continuum, Class A teacher would be located toward
the directive end and Class B teacher toward the nondirective, although
it should be duly noted that the latter did not actively use questioning to
help writers formulate their own revision plans as typically suggested in
the literature on nondirective approaches (Williams & Severino, 2004).
Influenced by the teacher’s directive approach, Class A students appeared
inclined to feel anxious about teacher evaluation, but they were largely
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exempt from the pressure and the corresponding responsibility of taking
control of the agenda. On the other hand, Class B students were relatively
free from teacher evaluation, but they had to be responsible for deciding
the agenda and “keeping the conversation going.” Furthermore, while Class
A students may appreciate the direction provided through the teacher’s
telling and explaining, Class B students were allowed more opportunities
to explore other writing issues or problems than the immediate student
texts. In terms of attitudes, Class B students were more inclined to accept
the initiator role in conference interaction, while their counterparts in the
other class tended to reject the role.
While this study does not intend to compare the success of the two
teachers’ conferencing practices, it may be worth considering their
possible outcomes. With a more directive style, Class A teacher could
use the conferencing time more efficiently and provide expert opinions
and explanations as needed and expected by learners. Nevertheless,
while students tended to find these conferences more helpful, a possible
outcome is that they may grow dependent on teacher evaluation and
suggestions (Murray, 1985); once the support is withdrawn, learners may
feel disoriented and ill-equipped to assess their own writing process or
product. On the other hand, Class B teacher relinquished the control of
the agenda and assumed a rather passive role in conference interaction.
Students unprepared for the initiator role may find these conferences
unhelpful and even stressful (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005). However, those
who are not intimidated by the teacher or the initiator role can enjoy and
benefit from having the floor all to themselves, with the teacher ready to
respond to their concerns.
Implications can be derived from the study results. First, although it
may be tempting to compare the superiority of one conferencing strategy
over the other, it appears that both approaches have their advantages
and disadvantages. Furthermore, it may be contended that the two
approaches are not exclusionary. As indicated in Sperling (1990), even
taking a collaborative stance, teachers still have a “special leadership role”
because they arguably are responsible for “engaging and sustaining the
student’s participation in writing conference conversation” (p. 295). In
addition, instead of adhering to one end of the directiveness continuum
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or deciding between telling and asking, teachers may attempt showing and
explaining techniques (Williams, 2004) to facilitate L2 learners’ processing
of the information offered. Finally, teacher’s and learners’ agendas need not
preclude each other. Teachers can set an agenda for the conference but still
remain flexible and respect learners’ wishes to pursue their own concerns
(Eckstein, 2013). Similarly, teachers inclined to allow students to have their
agenda should also be prepared to direct conference talk to areas worthy of
attention after having taking care of learners’ questions (Keh, 1990).
Finally, this study observed that using learners’ first language in the
conference seemed to exert positive influence on students’ conferencing
experience. Research has shown that foreign language teachers used
students’ first language for both pedagogical and social purposes including
translating foreign language words and creating a comfortable classroom
atmosphere (de la Campa & Nassaji, 2009). This study of learner perspectives
provided further evidence that first language use can noticeably alleviate
learner anxiety in a pedagogical event where students are expected to speak
more than in the classroom. Nevertheless, while using the first language
could ensure students’ free expression and thus potentially lead to more
meaningful negotiations in writing conferences, most of the students in
this study were still visibly wary of taking a more active role in the form of
setting the agenda. This suggested that—regardless of whether conferences
are considered directive or nondirective or conducted in the students’ first
or second language—students may tend to see the event as “an extension of
the classroom” (Black, 1998, p. 32) and choose to follow the same discourse
rules as in classroom interaction if they are not first made aware of issues
such as ownership of text and changed norms in conference interactions.

Conclusion
As Garrison (1974) aptly commented, a class doesn’t have writing
problems—only individuals have problems saying what they mean (qtd.
in Harris, 1986, p. 18). Individualized and personalized instruction may
thus be argued to be the strongest appeal of writing conferences. Given this
understanding, it is even more important for teachers to observe students’
reactions to their conferencing practices so that the time and effort
both teachers and students invest in the activity can be justified. While
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acknowledging the limitations of self-reported data from questionnaires
and interviews, this study has contributed to the body of research on
student experiences and attitudes towards writing conferences. Future
directions of research may include analyzing the discourse of teachers
and learners in writing conferences together with the participants’
interpretations to obtain a better understanding of the factors affecting
students’ conferencing experiences. Finally, first language use, a major
distinguishing feature of EFL conferencing, should also be investigated in
further detail to understand its specific nature as well as its impact on the
process and product of EFL writing conferences.
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Teachers and Students in the L2 Writing
Classroom Using Writing Fellow Tutors
Katherine Daily O'Meara
Emporia State University
This study presents a piloted second language (L2) writing tutor (L2WT) internship program as a way to provide supplemental, sustained writing fellow-style support to L2 writers and classroom teachers in multilingual firstyear composition (FYC) courses in a large U.S. university within the span
of one semester. The major facet of the internship program was the tutors’
response to student writing in a one-to-one context for each major essay assignment. The presence and needs of second language writing students in
the writing classroom have been clearly articulated in relevant research, but
what is less known is how to devise successful methods of support that are
both helpful and economical. The author provides evidence that students in
L2WT-mediated classes earned higher grades and that the L2WT internship
program was perceived as valuable for all parties involved: L2 writers, L2
writing teachers, and the tutors themselves. Additionally, the for-credit internship is a cost-effective option for writing programs without the funding
to implement a large-scale writing fellows program. Implications for future
offerings of the fellow-style internship, as well as suggestions for how to implement this program in additional contexts, are provided.
Keywords: L2 writing, second language writing, writing tutors, writing fellows,
written feedback, TESOL, internship
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“The fact that writing [tutors] offer the faculty and students who work with
them immediate benefits may—at many institutions, and certainly at ours—
be the crucial incentive to let them into the door and into the course.”
Regaignon and Bromley, 2011, p. 54
How best to provide adequate, sustained support for second language
writing students in their university-level first-year composition (FYC)
courses is a topic that scholars in L2 writing and rhetoric and composition
have debated over the past two decades (Harris & Silva, 1993; Nelson &
Carson, 1998; Ferris, 2007; Lee & Schallert, 2008; Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014).
The presence and needs of L2 writing students has been widely researched
and documented; however, what is less known is what to actually do at the
program level to give sustained, appropriate support for these students.
Many writing programs (including the one in this study) are a separate
entity from other on-campus support services for multilingual students
(e.g., intensive English programs, international student services, or the
university writing center). IEPs offered on university campuses often do
not extend their services to matriculated students. Advisors and other
individuals working in student services for international students are not
specialized to give specific support for student writing or composition
classes. Additionally, there may not exist adequate training of writing center
tutors, who may fail to acknowledge the specific needs and expectations of
this population. The gap in available options for sustained support of L2
writing student success calls for new approaches to be created and piloted,
ideally within the writing program, where language and writing specialists
and writing program administrators can oversee the necessary training
and implementation of new initiatives.
Because larger-scale initiatives like establishing a writing fellows
program or a language lab within a writing program often necessitate
additional funding and staffing costs, it may be useful for a writing
program to find other low- or no-cost options for providing this “essential”
(Hyland & Hyland, 2006, p. 83) writing support for the growing numbers
of multilingual populations enrolled in first-year composition courses.
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This study describes one such initiative, a second language writing
tutor (L2WT) program that took the form of a three-credit internship
opportunity for undergraduate and graduate students of TESOL (TESOL
Certificate and M-TESOL, respectively). The director of the L2WT
internship was the Associate Director of L2 Writing, a graduate student
position that came with a course release, who proposed the program and
worked with the English Department’s internship coordinator. This study
sought to determine whether or not a program like the L2WT internship
would be beneficial to the parties involved: the L2 writing students, the
multilingual FYC writing teachers, and/or the tutors themselves.

Background
L2 writers in the United States university setting have relatively few
options for additional support on campus; there exists the opportunity to
attend tutoring sessions at the institution’s writing center, and often that is
where the selections end. Ferris and Hedgcock (2014) assert that feedback
is “one of the most central facets of writing instruction” for multilingual
student writers” (p. 264), though to assign that task solely to L2 writing
teachers is a lofty and unsustainable goal. The American Association of
University Professors (n.d.) notes that “more than 50% of all faculty
hold part-time appointments, and the Association of Governing Boards
of Universities and Colleges estimates the number of non-tenure-track
(NTT) faculty at closer to 70% (Kezar & Maxey, 2013). These contingent
faculty comprise the majority of FYC teachers: part-time adjuncts, who are
allowed only one or two classes and may have to supplement their income
at multiple institutions, or full-time NTT instructors, many of whom have
four- or five-class course loads with ever-rising class caps. Neither of these
populations of teachers should hold the sole responsibility of providing
feedback to multilingual writers. Ferris (2007) even notes that while most
L2 writing teachers are invested in the success of their students, some
choose to “outsource such students to the campus writing center” (p. 178),
where there is no guarantee that tutors are any better trained for the specific
challenges and expectations of multilingual students.
There are conflicting reports regarding how L2 writers feel about
tutor feedback: Thonus (2004) found that multilingual students have an
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“unshakeable belief in the authority of the writing tutor” (p. 236), though
additional research shows that L2 writers prioritize the expertise and
feedback of their teachers over both peers and writing center tutors (Nelson
& Carson, 1998). Harris and Silva (1993) report that L2 writers “need the
kind of individualized attention that tutors offer” (p. 525). Furthermore,
Thonus (2004) found that with non-native speakers of English, writing
tutors tend to be “less interactional,” a practice that can be “inconsistent
and confusing” for multilingual writers (p. 239) and cause them to be
less willing to attend tutoring sessions at the writing center. The L2WT
internship, then, provides a kind of “in-house” tutors that are a regular
presence in L2 writing students’ FYC classes, furnishing the day-to-day
classroom experience with TESOL-trained individuals that complement
the classroom teachers’ expertise. The L2WTs are trained specifically in
TESOL and L2 writing theory and therefore have specialized knowledge
particular to interacting with multilingual writers.
The L2WT internship is not the first of its kind and is known by many
other names, including embedded tutors or writing fellows. Numerous
studies report that tutors benefit from their experiences in the writing
classroom (e.g., Hughes, Gillespie, and Kail, 2011). Henry, Bruland, and
Sano-Franchini’s (2011) large-scale study reports on course-embedded
tutors in mainstream FYC courses and found that sustained mentorship
was effective in providing support to writing students—not just in their
writing skills, but also in affective factors like psycho-social support and
goal-setting. Additionally, a similar ESL Writing Fellows program was
instituted at Brigham Young University in 2011 (Kurzer, 2013) with relative
success, finding that “ESL [multilingual] students greatly appreciated
having . . . individualized feedback” from tutors (p. 3). For institutions
facing either challenges in the adequate assistance of multilingual writers,
issues in how to fund a sufficient initiative, or both, support in the form of
a for-credit internship may be a viable solution.
The creation of the L2 writing tutor internship resulted from the
realization that current L2 writer support structures were insufficient in
the institutional context, as well as the serendipitous existence of numerous
undergraduate and graduate students who needed to complete a TESOLbased internship. The sustained support that L2WTs can offer to both
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students and classroom teachers has the potential to both lessen the
teachers’ workload and impart written and oral feedback to multilingual
students on their major writing assignments. In addition, the internship
program also contributes to the tutors’ knowledge of TESOL and L2 writing
issues and their experience working with multilingual student populations.
Close and thoughtful communication between L2WTs and their classroom
teachers gives the tutors, who are M-TESOL and TESOL Certificate
students, the “professional preparation opportunities” in L2 writing that
research suggests (Matsuda, Saenkhum, & Accardi, 2013, p. 79). And
ideally, having tutors in the L2 FYC classroom would provide multilingual
writing students with another trained set of eyes on their drafts and the
opportunity to work with an additional L2 professional with whom they
could discuss their writing. These were the overarching intentions when
creating the L2 Writing Tutor internship: a win-win situation for all parties
involved.

The Study
Participants
In order to evaluate the effectiveness of L2 writing tutors, I set up a
study during the pilot semester of the L2WT internship program, in Spring
2015. Six L2WTs, all of whom were degree-seeking TESOL students (three
graduate M-TESOL students and three undergraduate TESOL Certificate
students) were enrolled in a three-credit internship course as a requirement
of their program of study. The tutors were able to self-select which type of
internship they wanted (there was an observation-only option, as well as a
few other options off-campus). Each individual tutor was responsible for
contacting the internship coordinator, and then when the L2WT internship
was decided upon, tutors emailed me to start an initial conversation and
choose an L2 FYC section that worked with their schedules.
The internship could be taken at any point in an M-TESOL or TESOL
Certificate student’s progression toward the degree/certificate, and so
individual tutors’ past experience working with multilingual writers and/
or assisting/teaching in a FYC classroom were varied. During the study, the
three M-TESOL students were in their final semester before graduation,
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and the two TESOL Certificate students both happened to be juniors in
their undergraduate careers. In addition, the educational training each
tutor received prior to engaging in the internship varied depending on
what previous TESOL, second language writing, or educational methods
courses they had taken previously. All tutors were required to attend a threeday intensive “boot camp” designed by me, wherein they read a number of
studies about tutors, multilingual tutees and feedback (e.g., Cushing Weigle
and Nelson, 2004; Thonus, 2004). The training also included discussions
of tutors’ expectations for working in the FYC classroom and their beliefs
about giving oral and written feedback. Throughout the semester, I met
with the tutors individually via Skype and in monthly full-group meetings,
and we discussed additional readings (Farrell, 2011; Lee and Schallert,
2008; Matsuda, Saenkhum and Accardi, 2013) and their drafts of teaching
philosophies that keep multilingual learners in mind. I was unaware of the
tutors’ previous experiences or training in writing or rhetoric/composition.
In addition to attending every class meeting, the L2WTs were also
responsible for meeting individually with each student once per each
major writing project, for a total of three times during the semester. The
goal behind this task was to give students another set of eyes on their drafts,
as well as to offer the tutors additional opportunity to provide feedback
to students and to interact with them, therefore enhancing their own
professionalization. Practitioners have explained that multilingual students
“have a diversity of concerns that can only be dealt with in the one-to-one
setting where the focus of the attention is on that particular student and
his or her questions, concerns, cultural presuppositions, writing processes,
language learning experiences, and conceptions of what writing in English
is all about” (Harris & Silva, 1993, p. 525). Ferris and Hedgcock (2014)
agree, saying that one-to-one writing feedback is a “popular teaching tool”
(p. 254), enhances communication between student and teacher (or in
this study’s case, student and tutor), and is an effective means of offering
immediate feedback and interaction.
Methods
The tutors were hosted by five different classroom teachers at a large
Southwestern research institution, who taught courses comprising the two
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available sections of FYC specifically designated for L2 writing students:
ENG 107 (first-semester FYC) and ENG 108 (second-semester FYC). I
personally recruited classroom teachers by email and word of mouth.
They did not know their assigned tutors before the semester began. If the
teachers were available during the three-day training boot camp, they were
invited to meet with the tutors on the afternoon of the final day of training.
Three of the participating teachers were able to attend the meeting and
brought their syllabi to discuss with their assigned tutors. Additionally,
the study required that participating teachers also teach an additional L2
writing course without a tutor. This was to compare grades on major writing
projects and final course grades between tutor-mediated sections and nontutor sections. In total, 101 L2 writers (52 in tutor-mediated sections, 49 in
non-tutor sections) participated in the study.
In addition to grade reporting, in the last two weeks of the semester
(before final grades were posted), surveys were circulated to L2WTs,
classroom teachers, and students in L2WT-mediated sections to gauge
their perceptions of the presence of L2WTs in the L2 writing classroom.
I emailed links to the surveys to tutors and classroom teachers, and I
provided links for students to the classroom teachers, requesting that they
forward the survey information to their students. Tutors were also asked
to complete weekly online discussion posts and to submit a final reflection
paper as part of their internship, and the researcher also recorded face-toface interviews with tutors and classroom teachers after the semester had
ended to give them the opportunity to share their thoughts and ideas about
the L2WT internship program.

Results
Student Grades
Grades were collected for each of three major writing projects, as well
as the final course grades. Analysis and averaging of grades (for writing
projects 1, 2, and 3; an average writing project grade; and course grades)
showed that students in sections with L2 Writing Tutors earned higher
grades overall than students in sections without tutors (Table 1) in terms of
grades reported by classroom teachers.

O'Meara, Katherine Daily. (2016). “Providing Sustained Support for Teachers and students in
the L2 Writing Classroom Using Writing Fellow Tutors.” Journal of Response to Writing, 2(2):
66–87.

Support for Teachers and Students in the L2 Writing Classroom Using Writing Fellows •

73

Table 1
Overview of Student Grades

			
With L2WT Without L2WT
						n = 52		
n = 49
Average grades: Writing project 11		91.71%		91.25%
Average grades: Writing project 2		
92.55%		
88.83%
Average grades: Writing project 3		
91.93%		
90.12%
Average grades: All writing projects		
91.97%		
90.07%
Average grades: Final course grade		

92.14%		

88.32%

Though the grades did end up being higher in L2WT-mediated
sections, it should be noted that each of the five classroom teachers involved
in the study used his or her own separate grading rubrics, ideologies, and
practices for their courses (both L2WT-mediated and non-tutor sections).
Therefore, while initial calculations seem to suggest that having an L2
Writing Tutor in a multilingual FYC class is better than not having one,
additional research is needed to see if quantitatively this is significant.
Tutor Perceptions
While the presence of L2 Writing Tutors is likely to be a factor in L2
writing students’ improved grades, it is apparent from tutor perceptions
that the internship program was effective in their training and in gaining
expertise working with multilingual students. The L2WTs reflected weekly
on various readings and discussion board prompts, and completed a
final reflection essay and an exit survey (see Appendix A). Generally, the
tutors appreciated the opportunity to achieve two main goals through
the internship: first, to learn more about L2 writers and to practice giving
feedback, and second, to gain the “practical experience” of actually being
in the multilingual writing classroom day in and day out. L2WTs cited the
opportunity to gain teaching strategies from their classroom teachers and
1 Specific genres and parameters of writing projects varied by course and by classroom teacher. The study did not
ask classroom teachers to disclose these details, though I suggest further iterations of this study include more specific assignment details to explain variances in student grades (e.g., in Writing project 2).
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to “witness the application of various teaching methods.” They noted in
their weekly reflections how much they appreciated the chance to create
positive working relationships with their classroom teachers and with the
internship coordinator. One tutor noted that “being an L2WT has been
beneficial for me because it’s taught me what it takes to be an L2 English
teacher.” Another replied that the “Most [beneficial] aspect for me was the
real classroom experience without [the] pressure of teaching the whole
class by myself. Now, I have a clear picture of how teaching L2 college
students is like.”
The L2WTs also perceived their role as beneficial to both classroom
teachers and L2 writing students. For teachers, the tutors noted that their
presence in the classroom gave teachers the opportunity to collaborate
with the tutors; in turn, the tutors were able to “help the classroom teacher
organize in-class discussion to ensure students actively participate.” One
L2WT noted, “The teacher was also able to defer several tasks to me for
my role as a tutor, which reduced the work load [sic] she had for herself.”
Another tutor reflected that she knew her work in class was acknowledged
and appreciated by the classroom teacher. In addition, L2WTs perceived
that their presence was beneficial overall to their students. Because the
tutors had engaged in multiple conversations in full-group meetings and
discussion posts about their role as tutor (as opposed to teacher or peer),
they capitalized on their position somewhat “in the middle” and felt they
could provide more feedback on students’ writing than even the classroom
teacher was able to do.
An L2WT gave students an extra source to seek help, who is less like an
instructor and more like a friend. For me personally, I would provide more
detailed and probably faster feedback to the students than the instructor,
because the instructor had very busy schedules. So my detailed and timely
feedback can also be beneficial to the students.

This tutor continued, saying that many L2 writing students “are still
not familiar with the life or study in the U.S.” and she felt her role was
beneficial to students as a cultural liaison. This dynamic in the tutorstudent relationship was recognized by Cushing Weigle and Nelson
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(2004), who note the importance of this “affective support,” stating that
for international students, these relationships “can be particularly helpful
as [students] frequently experience homesickness and culture shock, and
a sympathetic tutor can be helpful in overcoming these difficulties” (p.
222). In a study focusing on professional identities of ESL teachers, Farrell
(2011) names the importance of the role of “teacher as ‘acculturator’” (p.
59), a designation seemingly unique to those who work with multilingual
students.
In addition to that, L2WTs felt that for some students, they as tutors
were more approachable and more available than the classroom teachers,
providing a supplemental opportunity for writing instruction. One tutor
said of L2 writing students that “some of them are afraid of asking [their]
professor questions directly” and preferred meeting with an L2WT, who
acted as a kind of liaison between teacher and student. Another said in her
reflection, “[students] can get extra help, especially regarding grammar,
from tutors when they either feel uncomfortable to turn to the instructor
or have more questions to ask but cannot meet the instructor`s schedule.”
Finally, when asked what they would change about the internship program,
six out of seven L2WTs noted wistfully that they wished they would have
tried to “get involved” more if they had one more semester, indicating
the level of overall enjoyment they experienced in participating in their
internship roles and duties.
Teacher Perceptions
Of the five classroom teachers included in this study, three completed
the online exit survey (see Appendix B). Though not all participating
classroom teachers followed up with the researcher, the results and
opinions they shared were telling in a number of ways. All three teachers
answered in the survey that they would “recommend the L2WT program
to another L2 writing teacher.” One teacher observed that the presence of
her tutor “made my workload easier to handle.” Indeed, having another
TESOL-trained individual available may help classroom teachers in giving
feedback on student writing, the necessary process that Ferris (2007) calls
“the most time-consuming and challenging part of the job” of being an
L2 writing teacher (p. 165). Another teacher noted, “I believe [the L2WT
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internship program] helps our students” both in- and out-of-class. One
teacher wondered whether or not the tutors would positively impact
student grades, noting, “the tutor had an extremely minor impact on their
grades. Nonetheless, the tutor was a great help for me.” Perhaps the most
important comment from a classroom teacher was related to the L2WTs’
expertise as students of TESOL:
I believe it’s a perfect pairing, and extremely mutually beneficial. Writing
teachers often do not have extensive L2 or linguistic training. It’s great
that we can show the tutors exactly what teaching demands, and they can
reflect, observe, and offer guidance based on their own research….It was
a constant comfort to have someone there to provide back-up support,
especially as students were working on activities.

Cushing Weigle & Nelson (2004) found in their study of tutors and ESL
students that an important factor in tutors’ success with L2 writers was their
training, background, and overall experience in handling L2-related issues.
The L2WTs, all TESOL students (graduate M-TESOL or undergraduate
TESOL Certificate), brought theoretical and practical knowledge into the
L2 FYC classroom and into their interactions with students, so that they
were able to activate their background knowledge and apply it to their
L2WT position.
Student Perceptions
In the last two weeks of the semester, before final grades were posted,
all 101 students were given a link to an anonymous online exit survey
(see Appendix C) that asked them to reflect on their overall perceptions
and experiences having an L2WT in-class. Of this total, just ten students
completed the survey (most likely due to the business that accompanies the
end of the semester); however, as with the classroom teachers, the students’
responses hold major significance in the possible benefits that L2 Writing
Tutors can bring to the L2 writing FYC classroom.
When asked the survey question, “Was having the tutor in your class
beneficial to you?” eight out of ten students answered, “Yes”; one student
each answered, “No” or “Undecided.” The student who answered, “No”
noted that he didn’t get enough one-to-one time to meet with his tutor; the
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“Undecided” student wrote that she preferred to ask questions among her
classmates before turning to a tutor or teacher. However, all ten students
surveyed answered, “Yes” to the question, “Do you feel your writing has
improved because of your interaction with the tutor?” Students cited a
number of reasons for these responses, including that they “can get more
acdemic [sic] help when I need to write,” that “a tutor [can] give you some
suggestions to revise your project,” and that overall “the interaction was very
helpful.” These comments corroborate research about tutors of L2 writers,
which suggests that “a more directive role” is more appropriate (Hyland &
Hyland, 2006, p. 89). One student reflected, “The tutor writes much better
than me. I can learn from her.” Cushing Weigle and Nelson (2004) note that
L2 writing students tend to have language-specific struggles and demands
and “a tutor who can provide answers to language questions may be more
appropriate” for them (p. 222). According to students, having another set of
eyes on their work and having the opportunity to meet with an additional,
familiar writing expert beyond the classroom teacher was a benefit all
seemed to enjoy. Additionally, the positive feelings that students associated
with the presence of L2WTs was reinforced by the fact that the students in
L2WT-mediated classes did earn higher grades on each writing project and
in their final course grades, though only slightly.
Limitations: What Didn’t Go So Well
While there were overwhelming positives to establishing an L2
writing tutors program that operates in conjunction with multilingual
FYC courses, there did exist a number of problems, challenges, or issues
in various aspects and for various individuals during the experience. Time
was the first and most common challenge when piloting the program.
The tutors were university students who were all enrolled in additional
coursework with the necessary required homework and assignments. In
addition, many of the tutors also held part-time jobs or participated in
additional campus activities (e.g., sports or clubs). Their busy schedules
proved difficult to schedule full-group face-to-face and individual Skype
meetings with me, as well as meetings to touch base with their classroom
teachers. In their final weekly written reflection during the semester, tutors
were asked to give advice to tutors in future semesters. The overwhelming
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responses advised others to make time for meeting with their fellow tutors,
their classroom teachers, and with me. Many tutors wished they had had
additional time to chat informally with those groups of people, to share
what was happening in their tutoring experiences, whether positive or
negative. From a practical point of view, as the internship coordinator,
it was a definite challenge to work with individual tutors’ and classroom
teachers’ schedules—not only because the writing program frequently
changed teacher schedules before the semester began, but also because the
tutors were recruited on an individual basis, and I could only communicate
with them via email, which was not time effective.
An additional problem arose with one tutor-classroom teacher pairing,
who ended up not wanting to participate in the study once the semester was
over. There seemed to be a constant power struggle in the FYC classroom
between the classroom teacher, who did not want to give up any in-class
responsibilities, and the tutor, who was frustrated by the lack of hands-on
experiences in-class and by the perceived unwillingness of the classroom
teacher to “share” responsibilities. The tutor frequently emailed me during
the semester to inquire how she should handle this power struggle, and I
am sorry to say that I did not have an adequate response for her. Indeed, in
our monthly full-group meetings, the power dynamics of classroom teacher
to tutor to student was a recurring topic of discussion. While Nelson and
Carson (1998) note that L2 students prioritize feedback from their teachers
over their classmates, the L2 writing tutor is situated in a medial position
that is less peer and more expert, but not as expert as the classroom teacher.
The dynamics of individual role within the L2 writing tutor internship is an
important topic that needs further exploration, as adequately addressing
power dynamics may facilitate and more clearly define the tutor role.
A final limitation is the size of the participants in the study. Because
the data collected was during the pilot semester of the L2 writing tutor
internship, the participants and results are very small-scale. In addition,
the classroom teachers sent the end-of-semester surveys to students, and
the completion of surveys was optional, resulting in ten responses. To
gain a more accurate picture of student perceptions of the efficacy of L2
writing tutors, I recommend replicating the study with larger numbers
of tutors and classroom teachers (if available), and definitely with larger
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numbers of participating students, as well as requesting that classroom
teachers require the end-of-semester survey completion. A largerscale study would allow the researcher to collect more student grades,
survey data and overall perceptions from tutors, classroom teachers, and
students. Finally, to further inform the training procedures provided by
the internship coordinator, the larger fields of second language writing
and composition, and the growing body of knowledge about response to
the writing of diverse student populations, future iterations of the study of
the L2WT internship program should keep in mind what Regaignon and
Bromley (2011) assert: “we need to formally asses what happens in and
to the student writing itself, documenting to the best of our ability what
difference this pedagogical structure makes in the writing of individual [L2
writing] students” (p. 42, emphasis in original).

Conclusions and Recommendations
Two conclusions can be drawn from analysis of students’ grades and
from the materials collected in the study. The first is that while there was
overwhelmingly positive feedback from classroom teachers, students, and
the L2WTs themselves to speak to the effectiveness of having TESOLtrained tutors in the L2 writing FYC classroom to provide sustained support
over the course of an entire semester, more research is needed to determine
whether or not the students improve their grades (on major essays and
for final course grades) and their overall English writing abilities. Future
studies might collect data such as writing samples in the beginning and end
of the semester and scores from students’ writing to ascertain whether or
not L2 writing students in L2WT-mediated classes performed better than
students who did not have an L2WT. Another possible future inquiry could
instruct participating classroom teachers to use the same grading criteria
or rubrics for all L2WT-mediated sections and have the tutors employ
similar processes in providing feedback. These changes would streamline
assessment practices across teachers and tutors, providing a more reliable
instrument by which to measure student grades and overall improvement
in writing.
The second conclusion that can be drawn is that for the L2 Writing
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Tutor internship program to continue to be successful, careful articulation
must be used when planning for such a program and in training and
preparing tutors and classroom teachers. All three parties involved in the
tutoring program (students, teachers, and L2WTs) need to fully understand
the expectations and roles inherent in the L2 Writing Tutor position. In her
end-of-semester perception survey, one classroom teacher said if involved
in the L2WT internship program in the future, “I’d work on incorporating
[tutor] activities and participation better into my syllabus,” citing that there
was “much untapped opportunity” for tutors to be even more involved
in the L2 writing classroom. More pre-semester meetings and planning
sessions between classroom teacher and tutor could be scheduled to ensure
both parties can benefit as much as possible from the program. One L2WT
expressed the benefits she perceived in maintaining close interaction and
communication with her classroom teacher:
In my opinion, the tutor should always [be in] contact with the professor.
I went to the instructor’s office every time before the class so we could
have chances to talk about the students’ reflection on the class and the
assignments. When we were having the conversation, we [figured] out
lots of problems which we need to deal with. Every time we solved one
problem, we could feel the whole class become better than before.

In addition, the author, as internship coordinator, would include more
discussion of how L2WTs can better integrate themselves into the writing
classroom activities both in training sessions and in the theoretical readings
and discussion posts inherent in the internship.

The Evolution and Future of the L2WT Internship
Starting in Spring 2016, the L2 writing tutor internship program is
in its third semester, this time with five new tutors (one graduate, four
undergraduate). Surprisingly, three tutors from the second semester (Fall
2015) of the internship enjoyed their time so much that they chose to
remain in their L2 FYC classrooms as tutors for a second semester, even
though they are not taking the internship for credit. The three classroom
teachers currently participating in the program happily obliged. This is a
testament to tutors’ value of the overall experience. A number of changes
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have already been implemented into this third manifestation. Tutors are
now expected to attend weekly full-group meetings between tutors and
the internship coordinator (as opposed to monthly). During training
sessions and introductory meetings, clearer articulation of in-class tasks
and responsibilities of tutor were explained to both tutors and classroom
teachers. Tutors were also required to schedule weekly or bi-weekly
meetings with their classroom teacher, providing additional opportunity
for communication and collaboration. Lastly, the theoretical readings and
weekly reflections have been updated to include the most current studies
and topics available.
Future Considerations
As long as the L2WT program is housed under a for-credit internship,
its numbers and subsequent popularity will be governed by the number
of M-TESOL and TESOL Certificate students interested in the internship,
which is one of a handful of offerings, on a semester-by-semester basis. This
contingent designation is unsustainable, and therefore future iterations of
the L2WT program should plan to include funding, including possible
compensation or other incentive (e.g., course release) for the internship
coordinator and classroom teachers. Because of the many benefits the
program offers to TESOL students as tutors, classroom teachers, and L2
writing students, an effective argument could be made for additional
funding or benefits.
Another possible consideration is to extend this L2 Writing Tutor
program to other areas within the writing program and across the
disciplines. For schools without TESOL or L2 writing initiatives, alternative
programs could be implemented for English or Linguistics majors, students
specializing in professional or technical writing, or students in a variety
of Education programs (e.g., developmental or special education, or those
with elementary or secondary specializations). Variants of the L2 Writing
Tutor model could work well in a variety of writing classes as well, including
professional/technical writing, basic writing, and WAC/WID courses, and
at the undergraduate or graduate levels. The opportunities for students to
gain specialized in-class experience working with developing writers in a
sustained environment, and for both classroom teachers and students to
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benefit from this sustained support, exist; one only needs to have the manor womanpower (and possible funding) to make this program a reality.
A final option for future use of the L2 writing tutor program is to offer
articulation between writing programs and multilingual student support
services on campus, namely, in the university writing center. Writing center
tutors can be trained in TESOL and second language writing theory and in
best practices for giving oral and written feedback to multilingual writers.
Tutors are already used to working one-to-one with students, and though
they would not have the in-class presence or the opportunity to create a
professional relationship with the classroom teachers that the tutors in the
study had, a version of the L2WT internship could be modified to suit the
writing center tutor population.
With an adequate framework, sufficient time for training, and clear
articulation of the responsibilities inherent in each role (tutor, classroom
teacher, L2 writing student) the second language writing tutor internship
program piloted during this study could be a viable, successful option to
provide sustained fellow-style support for multilingual students and their
writing. Tutors gained valuable classroom and interactional experiences
with students and teachers that contributed to their TESOL degrees and
professionalization. Classroom teachers enjoyed both the opportunity to
mentor TESOL students and the decreased workload inherent in having
the tutors give students feedback. L2 writing students in L2WT-mediated
classes earned higher grades on individual writing projects and in their
final course grades than students in classes with the same teachers but
no tutors. Multilingual writers have been shown to respond positively
to feedback and revisions on their writing when their teachers have a
positive rapport with them and foster sustained, genuine relationships with
students (Lee & Schallert, 2008). I would argue that fellow-style tutors can
be included in this finding, concluding that the L2WT internship program
is an effective option to offer this kind of sustained support that benefits all
parties involved.
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Appendix A
End-of-Semester Perception Survey for L2 Writing Tutors
1.

In your own words, describe your role as an L2 Writing Tutor.

2.

In what ways (if any) do you think being an L2WT was beneficial
to you?

3.

To the FYC students?

4.

To the classroom teacher?

5.

What would you go back and change from this semester if you 		
could?

6.

What advice would you give to future L2 Writing Tutors?

7.

Please write any other comments, notes, or reflections below.
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Appendix B
End-of-Semester Perception Survey for Classroom Teachers
1.

What were the positives (if any) of having an L2 Writing Tutor in 		
your FYC classroom?

2.

What were the negatives (if any) of having an L2 Writing Tutor in
your FYC classroom?

3.

Would you recommend the L2WT program to another L2 		
writing teacher? (Y/N)

4.

Why or why not?

5.

What changes would you make to the L2WT program?

6.

Please write any other comments, notes, or reflections below.
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Appendix C
End-of-Semester Perception Survey for FYC Students
1.

Was having the tutor in your class beneficial to you? (Y/N/Other)

2.

Why or why not?

3.

Describe the interaction you had with the tutor.

4.

Do you feel your writing has improved because of your meetings 		
with the tutor? (Y/N)

5.

Why or why not?

6.

What suggestions or advice do you have to give the tutor? How 		
can he/she improve?

7.

Please write any other comments, notes, or reflections below.
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Compassionate Writing Response: Using
Dialogic Feedback to Encourage Student
Voice in the First-Year Composition
Classroom
Tialitha Macklin
California State University, Sacramento
In addition to other unfortunate circumstances, teacher response that comes
in the form of negative, generic, and unintelligible commentary causes students to become alienated from writing. This problematic response often
results from the lack of supportive student-centered response pedagogies
within the first-year composition classroom. In an attempt to prevent additional writerly estrangement and to undo students’ isolation from the writing
process, this article explores Marshall Rosenberg’s nonviolent communication theory as a potential framework for a dialogic, compassionate writing
response pedagogy.
Keywords: response, assessment, compassion, pedagogy, dialogue
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Introduction
“One does not have to watch freshmen at work to know that writing
is an emotional as well as a cognitive activity” (Mcleod, 1987, p. 426), and
that it can be terrifying, rewarding, confusing, exhausting, and time and
thought consuming—often all at the same time. Writing is invigorating
and productive for some writers, but for many first-year composition
(FYC) students, this process is agonizing. Such discomfort may be
attributed to the “negative, anxious feelings (about oneself as a writer,
one’s writing situation, or one’s writing task) that disrupt some part of
the writing process” (Mcleod, 1987, p. 427) or it may be caused by “past
failure or a perception of past failure” (Daiker, 1989, p. 106) in writing that
often stems from students’ lifelong negative experiences with writing and
writing courses.
It would be unfair to simply dismiss these students as unprepared
or deficient, since much of their writing difficulty is the result of their
having become affectively estranged from writing through a number of
unfortunate circumstances. Most unfortunate, however, is when teacher
response alienates students both from the value of writing and from
the value of the students’ own writerly personas. This alienation all too
often occurs when teachers provide unhelpful and unkind feedback to
developing writers, resulting in writing-estranged students: students who
find themselves at odds with writing, unable or unwilling to develop a
writerly voice.
Whether as a result of (understandable) grading fatigue or myriad
other pedagogical factors, ineffective response practices often result in
incomprehensible, impersonal, or insensitive comments. Incomprehensible
“haphazard doodles—circles, straight underlines, squiggly underlines,
hatch marks—scattered hither and yon in student texts” (Johnson-Shull
& Rysdam, 2012, p. 235) are difficult, if not impossible for students to
understand. Likewise, confusing shorthand remarks like the infamous
“AWK” and proofreading symbols typically used only by professional
writers further alienate students who already struggle with the writing
process, making it nearly impossible for them to participate in a
conversation that they cannot understand or even decipher.
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Equally damaging are comments of the impersonal, generic, rubberstamped variety that Nancy Sommers cautions against. These general
comments “are not anchored in the particulars of the students’ texts, but
rather are a series of vague directives that are not text-specific” (Sommers,
1982, p. 291). Not only are these imprecise comments highly confusing, but
they also give students the impression that their writing is undeserving of
student-specific attention.
Highly negative, insensitive, and occasionally even cruel commentary
that sometimes finds its way into response is also detrimental to writingestranged students. Research indicates that frustrations with student
writing are sometimes reflected in hateful, unhelpful comments. Connors
and Lunsford (1993) found that many “critical comments ranged from
savagely indignant to sadly resigned” (p. 210). If students’ attempts to
improve their writing are met with hostility, then students’ motivation to
write understandably wanes.
Finally, the appropriation of student texts by writing teachers also
further prevents students from actively participating in classroom
conversation. “The teacher appropriates the text from the student by
confusing the student’s purpose in writing the text with her own purpose
in commenting” (Sommers, 1982, p. 288), and as a result, students tend
to revise their work by focusing primarily on what they imagine their
teacher wants them to say. In a sense, students abandon their own voices
in an attempt to mimic what their teacher says, thus further silencing the
individuality of all students and alienating writing-estranged students from
the classroom dialogue.
Teachers’ best intentions are ultimately undone by comments that
reflect authoritarian, judgmental values. It’s not that teachers necessarily go
out of their way to malign students or their work, but without a supportive
student-centered response pedagogy actively in place, it happens just the
same. In an attempt to prevent additional writerly estrangement and,
hopefully, to undo students’ alienation from the writing process, I propose
a pedagogy of compassionate writing response (CWR) that is suitable for
most any writing classroom but created with FYC in mind. I begin this
article by defining and providing a theoretical framework to facilitate
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CWR and its practical application through discussing my own use of this
pedagogy in FYC courses. Finally, at the end of the article, I discuss the
application of CWR and the benefits of this pedagogy.

Creating the CWR Framework
My argument operates under the assumption that readers view
commentary as a useful method of communicating teacher views of and
suggestions for essays, and that “response is integral to the teaching of
writing and to improvement in writing” (Straub, 2000, p. 5). This argument
is also framed by the notion that “writers write, plan, revise, anticipate,
and review throughout the writing process” (Hairston, 1982, p. 85) and
that commentary is used to facilitate such revision. As such, I aim to align
CWR with the decades of research that have resulted in the best practices
of commentary where it is recommended that teachers:
Turn your comments into a conversation … do not take control over
the student’s text… give priority to global concerns of content, context,
organization, and purpose before getting (overly) involved with style
and correctness … limit the scope of your comments and the number of
comments you present…select your focus of comments according to the
stage of drafting and relative maturity of the text…gear your comments to
the individual student…[and] make frequent use of praise. (Straub, 2000,
pp. 28–48)

Marshall Rosenberg’s (2003) Non-Violent Communication: A Language
of Life, provides just such a framework for developing a cooperative,
dialogic response pedagogy that compels writing students to actively
participate in all stages of response and revision. Rosenberg advocates for
nonviolent, compassionate communication where, “instead of habitual,
automatic reactions, our words become conscious responses based firmly
on awareness of what we are perceiving, feeling, and wanting. We are led
to express ourselves with honesty and clarity, while simultaneously paying
others a respectful and empathetic attention” (p. 3), thus actively avoiding
the elements of problematic response.
Through this focus on respect and clarity, Rosenberg defines four
steps of compassionate communication. The first, observation, requires
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communicators to “observe what is actually happening in a situation…
without introducing any judgment or evaluation” (p. 6). The second step,
feeling, requires that communicators “state how we feel when we observe
this action” (p. 6). Need, the third step, requires communicators to “say
what needs of ours are connected to the feelings we have identified” (p. 6).
Finally, the request step, “addresses what we are wanting from the other
person that would enrich our lives” (p. 6) in order to “establish relationships
based on honesty and empathy that will eventually fulfill everyone’s needs”
(p. 85). For Rosenberg, compassionate communication is essential for
meaningful exchange, something that Richie Neil Hao (2011) adapted
to create his critical compassionate pedagogy (CCP) as a “pedagogical
commitment that allows educators to…be self-reflexive of their actions
through compassion as a daily commitment” (p. 92).

Enacting the CWR Framework
The following section uses the steps of Rosenberg’s (2003) model as
a framework for detailing a pedagogy that “[replaces] our old patterns of
defending, withdrawing, or attacking in the face of judgment and criticism”
(p. 3), and Hao’s (2011) CCP informs this discussion by providing
pedagogical support. Within each subsection, I will provide examples
of how I use CWR pedagogy in my FYC courses. These are face-to-face
courses within a delayed grading portfolio system where students have
nearly unlimited opportunities to revise the writing they include in the
end of the semester writing portfolio.
Observation
Many students (but especially writing-estranged students) do not
partake in class discussions, let alone in discussions with their teachers. The
risks associated with breaking this silence and entering into a dialogue with
a teacher authority figure may prove insurmountable for many students
if they are not slowly and genuinely invited into the class conversation.
Simply observing students as they interact with other students, with
teachers, and with various types of writing provides teachers with clues
to how teachers should invite students into course dialogues. Likewise,
encouraging students to observe their own interactions to these points of
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communication creates meta-awareness within students as they begin to
notice their own relationships with writing.
Understanding the best practices of response pedagogy provides
teachers with a starting point for better understanding the needs and views
of students in general. But, while incorporating these best practices is
certainly essential to response pedagogy, local observations of students are
equally as important. A logical first step in the observation stage is to ask
students to consider their own learning styles, personal and professional
goals and concerns, preferences for and concerns about teacher response,
and learning accommodations. These perceptions are discerned relatively
easily through a variety of means including surveys, conferences, and
prompted writing assignments. Additionally, observing and noting
students’ patterns of error in their writing early in the semester—even in
informal writing—sets the stage for effective response to their writing,
since “instead of being overwhelmed by 50 individual errors, students can
more effectively deal with five or six ‘pattern problems’ to correct” (Stern
& Solomon, 2006, p. 26), thus preventing a dialogic shutdown before the
conversation even begins.
In my own classes, I prepare for this dialogue early in the semester by
observing student writing and taking brief notes to establish patterns of
error. I begin the dialogue through a series of very informal writing tasks
where I ask students about their concerns and expectations for writing,
response, and the class in general. I am careful to respond to these tasks in
a sensitive and interested manner to set the tone for the rest of the semester
and to develop an ongoing, respectful dialogue between the students and
myself. Hao (2011) argues that “such class discussion allows us to frankly
talk about what I can do as a teacher to help them learn” (p. 94), but this
discussion also allows students a glimpse into the values and perceptions
of their writing teacher, thereby encouraging inclusivity within a studentcentered classroom.
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Communication Step

Timeframe

Activities

Outcomes

Step 1: Observation

• Focus on this step
early in the developing
dialogue with students
(typically in the
beginning of the
semester)

• Provide students
with opportunities to
express their learning
styles, goals, concerns,
and accommodations

• Teachers should have
a sense of students’
views and expectations
of the course and with
writing

• Read student writing
to establish patterns of
error (take notes)

• Students should begin
to dialogue with each
other and with the
teacher

• Continually observe
students throughout
the semester

• Begin dialogues
with students about
expectations of
writing, response, the
class, and the teacher

• Teachers should have
an initial sense of what
kinds of feedback
students will need
based on patterns of
error
• Teachers should note
these observations in
preparation for the
next step

Figure 1. Application of Observation in the FYC classroom.

Feeling
Student-teacher dialogues should continue by discussing students’
feelings about teacher response to their writing. Do students feel stimulated
or puzzled by their teachers’ responses? Are they excited or pessimistic?
Better understanding students’ feelings about response allows teachers to
address negative feelings head on and, hopefully, assuage student concerns.
This understanding also affords teachers the ability to adjust their
commentary to address student concerns. Such a simple dialogue gives
students agency in the response process (especially when teachers adjust
their commentary as the course progresses), and it encourages students to
feel more connected to the classroom community.
In my own class, I engage students in dialogues through class
discussions and writing prompts. Students also complete a multimodal
assignment where they are given a number of art supplies to draw their
relationship with writing at the beginning of the semester. The resulting
drawings often depict dark, sad, and even grotesque images of death,
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chains, blood, and tears, thus illustrating the bleak mindset with which
students often enter composition classrooms. This assignment enables me
to spot writing-estranged students. I take note of these compositions as I
interact with students for the rest of the semester, being especially careful
to encourage them in their development as writers.
		
Communication Step

Timeframe

Activities

Outcomes

Step 2: Feeling

• Focus on this step
early in the developing
dialogue with students
(typically in the
beginning of the
semester)

• Begin this step with an
assignment that asks
students to reflect on
their relationship with
writing

• Teachers should have
a sense of students’
feelings about writing
and response

• Continually observe
students' feelings
throughout the
semester

• Take note of students’
responses as a means
of identifying those
students who are
writing-estranged

• Teachers should
note these feelings in
preparation for the
next step
• Students should also
have a sense of their
own feelings about
writing and response

Figure 2. Application of Feeling in the FYC classroom.

Needs
Once teachers have a handle on students’ feelings about response, they
can begin to ask what they need from their students to create an inclusive
pedagogy (Hao, 2011, p. 95) that will assist students in reaching their
academic goals. Response scholarship indicates that students’ response
needs tend to be wide-ranging. Some students need praise-rich comments
(Beach, 1989; Daiker & Hayes, 1984; Gee, 1972; Land & Evans, 1987;
Lizzio & Wilson, 2008; Straub, 1997b), while others may not necessarily
need praise (Burkland & Grimm, 1986; Daiker & Hayes, 1984; Lynch &
Klemans, 1978; Reed & Burton, 1986). Some students need local comments
(Straub, 1997b), while others need commentary on global issues like
development and organization (Burkland & Grimm, 1986; Dohrer, 1991).
In fact, the only consistently reported student need is for feedback that
does not rely heavily on editing-type comments and symbols (Daiker &
Hayes, 1984; Dohrer, 1991; Land & Evans, 1987; Lynch & Klemans, 1978;
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Reed & Burton, 1986). Clearly, there is little agreement amongst individual
students regarding their writerly needs. This scholarship represents the
diverse and rarely consistent student populations in FYC classes, thereby
necessitating local assessment of student needs in each class section. Just
as teachers should observe their students to better understand their views
on writing response, so too should they make use of various dialogic tools
(surveys, interviews, etc.) to best understand and potentially accommodate
individual student needs as much as possible.
In my own class, I engage students in class discussions of what my needs
are as a teacher and how the institution informs them. These conversations
allow us to discuss my needs and goals as a responder (time, formative
assessment, etc.) and the students’ needs as receivers of this response. The
dialogic work in the observation and feelings stages typically make this an
open and fruitful discussion.
Once I begin responding to students’ formal work (see the next section
on Request), I also frequently make use of brief writing prompts and surveys
to gauge students’ needs and how well I am meeting them. I specifically
require students to write a brief summary of elements of my response that
are troubling or confusing for each major essay. I also provide students
with anonymous in-class surveys that ask students to indicate response
practices that are especially beneficial or unhelpful.
I address these surveys by aggregating the results and discussing
general trends with the class as a whole where I encourage students to ask
for additional clarification. For students who have more specific concerns,
I typically provide them with a brief written explanation and an invitation
to meet with me in person. I also adjust my response practices as necessary
to better meet the needs of the class as a whole. For example, nearly all
students in one class expressed discontent with receiving my feedback
over the weekend. They explained that it made them anxious and they felt
compelled to begin revising right away. To meet their needs, I simply waited
until Monday morning to return their essays in the course management
system. The students expressed their gratitude and the course flowed much
more smoothly after that small adjustment.
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Communication Step

Timeframe

Activities

Outcomes

Step 3: Need

• Focus on this step after
establishing students’
feelings about writing
(typically early to
mid-semester)

• Create opportunities
for students to express
their needs as learners,
readers, writers, and
people

• Teachers should have
a sense of students’
needs both as a class
and as individuals

• Continually gauge
students’ needs
throughout the
semester

• Teachers should
note these needs in
preparation for the
next step

Figure 3. Application of Need in the FYC classroom.

Request
Finally, after carefully completing the first three steps of CWR, the
process of responding to formal student writing (typically essays) may
begin. The type of response I discuss in this section details the familiar
process of teachers providing feedback on complete student essays to
facilitate potential revision. This response process is typically monologic
and directive, but the CCR scaffolding facilitates dialogic, request-based
feedback that encourages students’ agency while meeting the needs of
teacher pedagogy.
The dialogic request phase is twofold, since both students and teachers
make requests. First, students must be given the opportunity and afforded
the respect to request that their response needs be met in a safe, risk-free
environment. Hao (2011) points out that students “are too afraid to ask for
help because they think that teachers may perceive them as unprepared
for college” (p. 96), so teachers must strive to establish and maintain these
open lines of communication. If the types of response that students receive
from teachers do not meet their needs, students should be encouraged to
request reasonable accommodations.
For example, visual learners in my classes are encouraged to speak
up since I primarily use audio feedback, and this medium may exclude
students who perform better by reading teacher comments. This may
sound time consuming, but students who do not choose audio response
simply submit their assignments to a different digital drop box in the
course management software than their audio-preferring counterparts. I
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typically provide commentary to one drop box at a time so as to avoid
any confusion as to who receives what type of feedback. This simple act of
meeting students’ needs adds only a few minutes of additional time to my
regular response routine (perhaps 30 seconds per essay).
The second phase of request considers the practice of response itself
as a request from reader to writer, where “questions are preferable to
imperatives, as they are less directive and promote student autonomy”
(Ferris, 2014, p. 8). Rather than employ didactic response that reduces
student engagement and success, teachers should consider comments “as
multidimensional social acts in their own right” (Sperling, 1994, p. 202) that
resist demanding change in writing. “Teachers might begin responding to
student writing not as evaluators and judges but as interested adults would
react to such writing” (Ziv, 1984, p. 2), where they “toss the responsibility for
making decisions back to the writer, and offer possibilities for a potentially
better text” (Anson, 1989, p. 353).
I make every effort to see myself as a partner with students and to
establish an environment where we work together to develop individuals’
writing. My response typically takes the form of questions that challenge
students to consider ways in which they might strengthen their writing.
This feedback not only invites all students to ask questions about responses
to their writing, but it also encourages them to disagree with my judgments
and assumptions as a teacher-reader, since “students who get to raise issues
for responders to address will likely see the comments as less controlling
than comments that are initiated solely by the teacher…They might even
feel encouraged to take a more active role in their work as writers” (Straub,
1997a, p. 282). Not only does such disagreement empower students to
actively engage in their own writing goals, but it also encourages teachers to
focus on the students’ needs, potentially avoiding accidental appropriation
of students’ texts.
Furthermore, I attempt to model CWR in the request phase by
engaging in fully dialogic responses. For each major assignment in the
class, the students and I engage in the following process, a microcosm of
the larger CWR framework:
• The student begins the response process by submitting a cover
letter that details her achievements and troubles with the writing
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in addition to areas that she would like me to address in my own
commentary. In this step, I encourage students to describe their
feelings and needs toward the particular piece of writing as well
as to the writing process in general.
• After reading and observing the student’s cover letter and her
assignment, I acknowledge and address the elements of the letter
in addition to providing my own commentary, hopefully avoiding
the elements of problematic response mentioned earlier. At this
stage, I request that the student revise her assignment to better
meet my needs as a reader.
• The student then receives my response and is given the
opportunity to address and question my commentary as she
ventures into the revision stage of the writing process. Questions
that arise in this stage are addressed either in writing or in a
short conference, which provides the student with yet another
opportunity to state her feelings and needs.
• This process may be repeated as often as the student likes during
the revision stage of her work, but to manage my own busy
schedule, I require that additional dialogues beyond these three
initial steps take place in person during office hours.
Certainly, this dialogic feedback requires that I adapt my courses to include
fewer, more deliberately explored assignments. I have reduced my major
assignments from four to three during the semester, which has allowed for
spending more quality time on student response overall.
When viewed as a cooperative endeavor where teachers and students
make requests of each other rather than demands, writing response
becomes a dialogic process wherein all stakeholders work together to meet
the needs of others and to improve each student’s writing. The focus of
response becomes less about teachers “fixing” student writing and more
about teachers and students working together to create meaning, thereby
minimizing the risk of teacher appropriation of student texts. This is
especially important for writing-estranged students who have previously
felt controlled or stifled in their writing classes where they were not
encouraged to join the larger classroom writing discussion.
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Communication Step

Timeframe

Activities

Outcomes

Step 4: Request

• Focus on this step
only after the first
three steps have been
completed (typically at
the end of each major
assignment and at the
end of the semester)

• Create opportunities
for students to
request reasonable
accommodations of
teacher response

• Students will receive
feedback that is most
beneficial to them

• Accommodate
students’ requests as
much as possible

• Students and teachers
will dialogue to
improve the piece of
writing

• Model compassionate
response through
dialogic feedback
• Provide response as a
request from a reader
to a writer

Figure 4. Application of Request in the FYC classroom.

Using the Entire Framework
The steps of CWR should not be seen as discrete but as cyclical,
repeating themselves throughout the course. Even teachers employing
dialogic feedback grounded in response best practices may find that
“requests may sound like demands when unaccompanied by the [teacher’s]
feelings and needs” (Rosenberg, 2003, p. 73), or they may find themselves
talking “to others or at them without knowing how to engage in a dialogue
with them” (Rosenberg, 2003, p. 73) without the full complement of CWR
pedagogy.

Discussion
Application
This article is written with relatively traditional FYC students in mind,
since they tend to constitute the majority of students I teach. That said, CWR
would be equally applicable to nearly every writing student population.
The primary function of this framework is to facilitate dialogue and mutual
respect to better understand what students need and how they feel about
writing before requesting that they revise their work. This allows teachers
to tailor their response to a variety of student populations, even within the
same course.
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I use CWR to meet students’ response needs at a variety of levels. I
observe students’ feelings and needs and aggregate these results to inform
class discussions on response, which have proved invaluable since many
students report that my class is the first time they’ve had such a conversation.
These results also facilitate specific types of response to groups such as
ESL students, who prefer more exact and directive commentary. My nonESL-specific courses often include L2 students who prefer prescriptive
commentary. CWR allows me to recognize these groups of students and
respond to their writing in ways that meet their specific needs, perhaps even
by adjusting my commentary to be a bit more directive than usual. Finally,
CWR gives me insight into individual students that I typically miss without
this pedagogy. For example, students who tell me that they’re “terrified of
the red pen” receive more gentle guidance whereas students who prefer
that I “tell it like it is” receive more direct and constructive commentary.
Benefits of CWR
CWR has proven successful in my writing courses. Students report
that they enjoy learning about response and receiving teacher commentary
that is meaningful and useful to them. But perhaps the largest benefit of
CWR is the change in the way I view responding to student writing and my
students in general. The dialogic nature of this pedagogy encourages me
to think of students as human beings rather than as writing artifacts that
demand response. When I am focusing on meeting the needs of individual
students, response becomes less drudgery and more an investment in
a person. Additionally, because CWR is dialogic, I feel less alone in my
response since students are active participants in the response process.
For me, CWR pedagogy is not simply a feel-good pedagogy. This
pedagogy can and probably should make teachers and students feel better
about their interactions, but this student-teacher bonding produces more
than just good feelings. CWR attempts to reconnect all students, especially
writing-estranged students, to academic writing by inviting them into
the conversation of writing response. Many of these students have been
affectively estranged from the value of writing and from their own values
as writers, but when teachers’ efforts “coincide with those of the students to
engage in critical thinking and the quest for mutual humanization” (Freire,
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2000, p. 75), then we can begin to develop students as academics and as
writers.
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“E

nglish can be both amusing and treacherous,” notes Ben Rafoth,
coeditor of ESL Writers: A Guide for Writing Center Tutors. Together with coeditor Shanti Bruce and dozens of other English,
composition, and English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers and academics, this book presents the enjoyment and obstacles that tutors and
tutees face. The 16 chapters cover a variety of ESL students: international,
Generation 1.5, graduates of U.S. high schools, and professionals. In addition, this guide “also discusses differences in tutoring styles in various
settings—for instance, with undergrads, peers, grad students, and instructors—as well as variations” also lays out differences in tutoring styles in
various settings by undergrads, peers, grad students, and instructors, as
well as variations in writing centers across the United States and at foreign
universities.
Coeditors Bruce and Rafoth represent the breadth of experiences
reflected by the writers in this guide. All of them are dedicated teachers,
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helping ESL college students become better writers and helping tutors
become better writers as well. Paul Kei Matsuda and Michelle Cox note
in their article, “Reading an ESL Writer’s Text,” “Teachers often call
the unexpected occurrences that happen in the classroom ‘teachable
moments’—moments where significant learning could occur. It may be
helpful to think of the unexpected in ESL writing with the same positive
twist” (48). The contributors to this guide frequently remind readers that
the errors ESL writers make are not negative or deficient ways of processing
the English language. Tutors must give writers authority over their own
work and be careful not to appropriate the writers’ voices.
This guide encourages tutors to focus on global issues with ESL
writers. Writing centers should have policies clearly stating that tutors are
not editing drones. Tutors can coach and suggest, but they must let the
writers have ultimate authority over their own work. Another theme in
this guide advises tutors to make time to understand the writers’ cultures
and expectations. Notions of plagiarism, voice, and authority in American
academic writing can be quite different from standards in the students’
home languages or countries. In “Looking at the Whole Text,” Jennifer
E. Staben and Kathryn Dempsey Nordhaus state that through small talk
and questioning, tutors can “act as informant to provide them with the
background they [ESL writers] need to successfully negotiate these new
writing contexts” (80). Moreover, coeditor Shanti Bruce finds that some
ESL students’ beliefs about who makes a proper tutor may also be different
from many of the tutors who are actually employed in American college
writing centers right now. In her article “Listening to and Learning from
ESL Writers,” she finds that some ESL students feel that a tutor should be
a native speaker, have a lot of experience, and even be older than the tutee
(221).
The biggest strengths of this guide are the pieces of practical advice
for tutors. “Editing Line by Line” by Cynthia Linville has helpful tips for
tutors. Many ESL writers want or expect tutors to fix their work line by
line. But this must be balanced with having the writers take ownership of
their papers, learning to fix the errors themselves, and discovering higher
order issues. Linville suggests that tutors negotiate the desires of their
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students with the need for them to recognize errors (120). Several articles
include the transcripts from actual tutoring sessions or encourage role
playing for tutors. Linville reports that “role playing outside of the session
can help tutors navigate difficult situations,” and ultimately accomplish
the objectives of the university, writing program, and the writing center
(122). However, the advice in this guide is not solely for tutors; any staff
and instructors involved with writing centers—English and ESL—will find
a lot of helpful ideas here.
Consequently, it is probably the abundance of advice in ESL Writers:
A Guide for Writing Center Tutors that may make it difficult for busy peer
tutors to read and digest before or during their semester. If the tutors are
involved in a class, seminar, or frequent tutor meetings, this guide would
certainly be useful for discussions. If a writing center or ESL program has
a number of tutors, each one (or a pair) could read a chapter and present
the info to the group.
Writing centers are really in a golden age right now. They are well
established in most colleges and universities, yet they are still ripe for
growth, development, and technological expansion. Giving tutors explicit
instruction and assistance is an essential service of writing centers and
writing programs. ESL Writers: A Guide for Writing Center Tutors by
Shanti Bruce and Ben Rafoth is an indispensable book for people involved
in any aspect of English, ESL, or writing courses and programs.
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